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Abstract 
Student Perceptions of A Comprehensive Orientation Program for Online Courses. 
Wendy L. Robichaud, 2015: An Applied Dissertation, Nova Southeastern University, 
Abraham S. Fischler School of Education. ERIC descriptors: Community College, 
Distance Education, Online Courses, Student Attrition 
This dissertation presents a qualitative case study of students enrolled in online courses 
and how they perceived the orientation program they completed before starting these 
courses. The study was based on the perspectives of students enrolled in a fully online 
program at a small community college in western Maine. They were interviewed 
individually to find out: (a) what are the perceptions of participants toward the materials 
presented in the orientation after completing their first semester; (b) what aspects of the 
orientation resonate most with participants when it comes to completing a course (nature 
of online learning, how to use course management system, technical requirements or 
learning skills and motivation). Besides the interviews, data was collected from the 
college’s learning management system. 
The results of the study show that participants were satisfied with the content of the 
orientation; however, more information pertaining to specific aspects of the learning 
management system should be included for additional satisfaction. Participants requested 
additional information concerning navigating courses, turning in assignments, and 
posting on discussion boards. The information provided in the interviews was consistent 
with the theory presented by Rovai’s (2003) persistence model. Participants’ perceptions 
fell into tow categories, personal and technical. These results were consistent with the 
current literature pertaining to online courses, orientations, and persistence. 
The results and findings of this study add to the body of knowledge concerning what 
materials in an orientation program are most effective in helping students complete online 
courses. The participants in this study perceived information about the use of the learning 
management system to be most important. Academic Deans and Student Services 
coordinators can learn more about what students’ perceive to be the important elements 
of an orientation program. The study also contributes to the existing literature on attrition, 
persistence, and retention. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Introduction 
Distance education has been defined as “institution-based, formal education 
where the learning group is separated, and where interactive telecommunications systems 
are used to connect learners, resources, and instructors” (Simonson, Smaldino, Albright, 
& Zvacek, 2012, p.32). Distance education is not the same as face-to-face education. An 
instructor should not simply post a syllabus and lectures on a website; there should be 
clear instructional design to transition from face-to-face to distance (Ko & Rossen, 2010). 
The basic concepts such as interactions between instructors and students or students and 
students; course handouts; assignment submissions; and how to ask questions are 
different than in the traditional classroom. For this reason, faculty are expected to have 
pedagogical training as well as technical training (Johnson & Berge, 2012). Students 
should be given some guidance on how to navigate this kind of classroom (Mullins, 
2007). Student support services must address the distance student’s specific needs by 
creating a way to orient students to this different format of learning. This should address 
everything from technical issues and requirements to expectations and course procedures 
(Ko & Rossen, 2010).  
Statement of the Research Problem 
 Distance education is seen as a way to meet increasing demands for education at a 
reduced cost for community colleges. Patterson and McFadden (2009) saw it as a 
delivery method offering unprecedented access to higher education. However, there is a 
price associated with distance education: low completion and higher attrition rates. There 
are estimates of retention rates in distance education programs as being anywhere from 
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50% to as low as 20% (Ali & Leeds, 2009). Retention is a problem for all types of higher 
education institutions and for both face-to-face and online course types. Most research 
indicates that online student attrition rates are 15 to 20% higher than face-to-face courses 
(Clay, Rowland, & Packard, 2008). One study even puts attrition rates at 6 to 7 times 
higher for distance education students (Patterson & McFadden, 2009).  
  Research also suggests that attrition is greater for nontraditional students, the kind 
of students found at most community colleges (Rovai & Downey, 2010). Nontraditional 
students tend to be older, attend part time, work, or be from minority populations 
(McIntosh & Rouse, 2009). There are many reasons cited for these attrition and 
noncompletion rates, ranging from work and family commitments to underestimating the 
time commitment and difficulty of courses. If enrollment in distance education continues 
to increase, then retention of students should be a focus and finding ways to give students 
tools to help them succeed must be a priority.  
The Pearson Foundation (2011) suggested community college students do not feel 
adequately prepared for college by their high school experiences. Research shows that 
preparation is not merely academic, but also depends on skills, attitudes, habits, and 
behaviors of the students, many of which can be guided by setting expectations (Karp & 
Bork, 2012). Many students need this guidance, which can be provided by the college. 
Inclusion of a comprehensive, well-planned orientation program by the college helps 
prepare students by improving understanding of online learning, acclimating to the course 
management system, discussing technical issues, and assessing readiness for online 
learning. This study focused on what students perceived to be the valuable traits of an 
orientation program that would help them to complete their current online course and 
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persist in taking more online courses.  
 Phenomenon of interest. This study explored the phenomenon of course 
completion and persistence in community college and how administrators can improve 
the likelihood that students will be successful. Student completion and persistence are 
areas of great concern, and there is a need to find adequate ways to provide students with 
the necessary tools to increase achievement. The study that was conducted concentrated 
on the specific traits of an orientation program given to online students prior to the start 
of term and the perceived value students felt the orientation program had toward course 
completion and continuing to the next semester. 
 Background and justification. Community college enrollment is growing and 
with President Obama’s initiative to increase community college graduates to five million 
by 2020, it will continue to rise (Obama, 2010). The increased demand on community 
colleges is being met with online courses, with approximately 61% of all community 
college students taking an online course (Pearson Foundation, 2011). The increase in 
online students coupled with the research indicating that attrition rates are higher for 
online courses is causing a growing worry (Hachey, Conway, & Wladis, 2013; Tutty & 
Ratliff, 2012). Studies suggested that there are many influences affecting attrition, 
persistence, and retention; however, a few of them may be within the control of college 
administrators. Morris and Finnegan (2008) cited misunderstandings of time and effort 
involved to complete a course as an area where administrators could improve preparation 
for new students. Clay et al. (2008) noted that skills for dealing with the technical aspects 
of online learning should be taught. Ali and Leeds (2009) suggested improvement can be 
made in interaction and relationships with faculty and peers, grading, feedback, and 
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communication. Aragon and Johnson (2008) cited course design and faculty 
communication as two areas where administrators can improve as well. 
 Karp and Bork (2012) stated that communication barriers can be overcome by 
clearly setting expectations and explaining unspoken rules and roles to students. They 
considered these expectations to be sometimes unknown and often misunderstood by 
students and argued that they need to be explicitly taught. Cho (2012) developed a four-
module orientation designed to give students background in online learning and help 
alleviate some causes of attrition. Cho’s model addressed the issues of communication 
and time management, as well as the basics of online learning, navigating LMSs, and 
assessing readiness for learning online. Cho’s model addressed most of the concerns 
expressed by recent studies as reasons for noncompletion and attrition. 
 This study used Cho’s model to develop a comprehensive orientation program for 
online students at a local community college. The student participants were all part of the 
only fully online program currently offered by the college. The program is new, and the 
participants in this study constituted the third cohort to start the program. The rate of 
attrition for this program is unknown, due to the newness of the program. The study 
followed the participants through one semester of courses.  
 Setting of the study. The setting of the study was at a medium sized community 
college located in western Maine. The college began in 1963 as a vocational training 
center and graduated six students in 1965. It offers 33 programs, enrolls approximately 
3,100 students, employs 57 full-time faculty, and 328 part-time faculty. As of 2012, 432 
associate’s degrees and 38 1-to-2 year certificates were conferred. As of 2013, 53% of 
students were part time, 53% were female, 82% were white, 61% were 24 years old or 
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younger, and 96% were in-state residents. For the fall of 2012 to the fall of 2013, 
retention rates were 64% for full-time students and 48% for part-time students (College 
Navigator, 2015). The college’s demographics are consistent with national statistics, 
which cite 57% of students are female, 61% of students are part time, 72% of all students 
work 20 plus hours a week, and 63% work full time (Fast Facts, 2015).   
 This study was conducted by an adjunct faculty member who has taught 12 
courses since 2010. The researcher contacted the college president and dean of academic 
affairs to gain permission and request consultation. The participants in the study were 
students in the online program of medical coding. This program was new to the college. 
The first cohort began in the spring of 2013, followed by a cohort in the fall of 2013. The 
third cohort began in the fall of 2014; this cohort participated in the study. The cohort 
coordinator was contacted and agreed to help with the study. She provided input and 
helped establish contact with participants. 
 Deficiencies in the evidence. There was a need to explore how orientation 
programs can help increase retention and completion rates at the community college 
level. Lee and Choi (2011), Aragon and Johnson (2008), Ali and Leeds (2009) and Cho 
(2012) all suggested further research on orientation programs to see if the positive results 
obtained in their studies can be replicated. Lee and Choi (2011) recommended research to 
document and support the effectiveness of intervention strategies such as orientations. 
Aragon and Johnson (2008) advocated for expanding the qualitative component and 
surveying students on their reasons for dropping out. Ali and Leeds (2009) recommended 
replicating their study using an orientation program on different populations, larger 
populations, and in conjunction with studying the demographics of the learners involved. 
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Cho (2012) recommended replicating the four-module orientation he created, using more 
students, comparison groups, and more formative and summative feedback.  
 Mayhew, Vanderlinden, and Kim (2010) called for additional research on specific 
types of orientation programs such as those focused on certain populations (transfer 
students, international students, nontraditional students, etc). Crisp and Taggart (2013) 
agreed that more research, specifically qualitative research, needed to be conducted at 2-
year colleges where the population is different and more nontraditional. Tomei, Hagle, 
Rineer, Mastandrea, and Scollon (2009) suggested research on specific tools and supports 
within the orientation program. They stated that more insight needed to be gained on the 
specifics of what makes an orientation effective. O’Gara, Karp, and Hughes (2009) 
recommended more research on success rates following orientation programs. Karp and 
Bork (2012) called for research about nonacademic factors such as outside commitments 
and time management that play a part in college success targeted at nonresidential, non-4-
year institution students. They cited a lack of information about nonacademic factors and 
nontraditional populations. These studies pointed out the need for further research on 
orientation programs and their value for helping retain students.  
 This study addressed the need to focus more research on community colleges due 
to their unique population. Similarly, it was crucial to further research on students in 
online courses and programs, as there was a significant increase in attrition rates 
associated with distance learning. Therefore, it was essential to combine these factors and 
study course completion/retention/attrition rates among online community college 
students. This study worked to fill the gap in research on this population that was 
expressed by Lee and Choi (2011), Aragon and Johnson (2008), Ali and Leeds (2009), 
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and Cho (2012). It did so by gathering qualitative information about student perceptions 
of an orientation program designed to give students tools and information to assist in 
increasing completion rates. The interviews with students gathered feedback on what 
particular information was helpful in orientation programs. This aided in filling the gap 
noted by Mayhew et al. (2008), Crisp and Taggart (2013), Tomei et al. ((2009), O’Gara et 
al. (2009), and Karp and Bork (2012). Finally, this study attempted to fill the gap in the 
literature created by not gathering information from students multiple times during the 
semester by interviewing students before, during, and after their first semester of courses. 
Audience. This study may be useful for community college administrators 
interested in implementing strategies and approaches aimed at increasing completion. It 
may be useful for academic affairs and student services providers who wish to gain 
knowledge about the perceptions of online students toward orientation programs and 
courses persistence. The results from this study may aid student services in providing 
more comprehensive approaches to orientation programs based on the feedback of 
students. The study may help instructors gain a better understanding of what information 
students need to begin an online course. The results also may help instructors look at 
current orientation programs and be able to see where there are gaps they made need to 
fill for their students. It may be useful to anyone looking to continue research on 
increasing completion, persistence and retention as well as those studying orientation 
programs themselves. 
Definitions of Terms 
The following terms are used throughout this study. Definitions have been 
provided for clarification. 
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Attrition. Refers to a student no longer attending a course either by formally 
withdrawing or by ceasing to be involved in assignments (Ali & Leeds, 2009).  
Cohort. A group of students starting a program at the same time (Simonson et al., 
2012).  
Completion. Finishing a course with a passing and transferrable grade of “C” 
(Ali & Leeds, 2009).  
CMS/LMS. A course management system (CMS) and a learning management 
system (LMS) will be interchangeable for this study. Both systems allow students to view 
course material via the Internet in a virtual “classroom” (Cho, 2012).  
Distance education. Any course that is taken at a distance or not face-to-face. For 
the purpose of this study, it will usually mean online education/ online courses (Simonson 
et al., 2012).  
Noncompletion. Not finishing courses or not receiving a transferable grade of 
“C” (Ali & Leeds, 2009).   
Nontraditional student. Students who do not live on campus and did not begin 
college directly after high school (O’Gara et al., 2009).   
Orientation program. An introduction to learning or to the college given prior to 
courses starting (Hollins, 2009).   
Persistence. Finishing a course or program regardless of obstacles (Ekstrand, 
2013).   
Retention. Completing one course (with a passing grade) and moving on to 
another course (Ali & Leeds, 2009).   
Student success course. Similar to an orientation program, it is an introduction to 
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learning, but is usually taken at the same time as other courses (O’Gara et al., 2009).     
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this case study was to investigate the perceptions that community 
college students have toward the information provided in an orientation program 
designed for students taking online courses before, during, and after participating in the 
program. The study explored the phenomenon of course completion and persistence in 
community college online courses and how an orientation program can aid in student 
success. The goal of the orientation program was to aid students in their ability to 
successfully complete online courses and be satisfied and confident enough to enroll in 
future online courses. The orientation program was designed based on Cho’s (2012) 
comprehensive plan to maximize completion rates. The participants in the study were 
students in a fully online program at a community college in western Maine. At the 
beginning of the semester, students participated in an initial background interview. 
During the semester students were interviewed for their perceptions on the usefulness of 
the orientation program in helping them be prepared for their current courses. At the end 
of the semester, students were interviewed for their perceptions of the program and its 
contents. Also, participants were asked if the program aided in preparing them to 
continue online learning. 
Chapter Summary 
The enrollment in distance education is increasing, and the problem of retaining 
distance education students is a concern. Community college distance education students 
are at the most risk for noncompletion. This study’s purpose was to fill a gap in the 
current body of literature regarding orientation programs for online community college 
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students. The information gathered will be beneficial to student services administration at 
the study location and beyond. The study collected qualitative data about community 
college student’s perceptions of the orientation program they participated in and 
anticipates these perceptions will provide insight into what information in the orientation 
is the most valuable. This study sought to provide more information on the subjects of 
attrition, persistence, and retention of online community college students. The study used 
a four-module orientation based on Cho’s (2012) comprehensive plan and attempted to 
gather more insight into what students’ perceived to be the most important information in 
an effective orientation.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction 
  This literature review explores the historical context of retention and course 
completion and one theory on how to increase persistence. It reviews several general 
studies of attrition, persistence and retention to create a foundation of knowledge. It also 
explores studies describing orientation programs. It then focuses on studies that are of 
particular importance regarding orientation design and composition. The review ends 
with a review of Cho’s (2012) model of a comprehensive orientation program that was 
modeled. The literature review was designed to provide a foundation of information that 
justifies the need for and direction of the current study. 
Historical Context 
There are a multitude of studies surrounding retention dating back to the 1800s 
(Hachey et al., 2013). A search for studies mentioning ways to increase retention, with an 
emphasis on advising or orientations, yielded a variety of research. Authors suggested 
making sure faculty and students are familiar with instructional media (Scagnoli, 2001); 
increasing student’s overall  satisfaction with the college or university (Pattison, 2003); 
increasing multiple types of support systems, such as intervention and advising 
(McCracken, 2008); and communicating high expectations (Tirrell & Quick, 2012). 
Others suggested giving students a way to acclimate to school (Perrine & Spain, 2008); 
increasing family and organization support (Park & Choi, 2009); and providing a sense of 
community (Drouin, 2008). Authors also recommended changing the design/layout of 
courses to make them more appealing and user friendly (Pomales-Garcia, Lopez, & Liu, 
2010; not allowing students to register late for courses (Burns, 2010); and restricting 
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students’ choices and not offering as many online options (Tutty & Ratliff, 2012). Some 
research focused on increasing the quality of interactions between faculty and staff 
(Heyman, 2010); increasing faculty acceptance of online learning (Cejda, 2010); testing 
student’s locus of control (Lee, Choi, & Kim, 2013); and increasing cultural capital 
(Ziskin, Hossler, & Kim, 2009). The research and many suggestions are noteworthy; 
however, the search needed to be narrowed. 
The studies dwindle when the focus is narrowed to online community college 
courses. Higher education institutions reported an increased demand for online courses 
(up 75%) over face-to-face courses (up 50%) in the year 2010 (Allen & Seaman, 2010). 
Even with some resistance from faculty and administrators, more than 60% of chief 
academic leaders say that online learning must be part of their strategic planning (Allen 
& Seaman, 2013, 2014). Rovai and Downey (2010) stated that student retention is one of 
the top five reasons that distance education programs fail. Retention/dropout is also a 
concern because student failure can lead to lower self- confidence and less chance of 
enrolling in future courses (Moore & Kearsley, 1996), institutions can seem to have 
ineffective or poor quality programs (Willging & Johnson, 2009), and some institutions 
can have issues with a loss of profits and struggle to stay in business (Liu, Gomez, & 
Yen, 2009). With 7.1 million students now taking online courses and 35.5% of all 
students having taken at least one online course, retention for online courses specifically 
must be a concern and the focus of more studies (Allen & Seaman, 2014). This does not 
mean online education is for everyone. Some students who withdraw are making mature, 
well-informed decisions (Hyllegard, Deng, & Hunter, 2008). However, more research 
will help those students who do want to achieve degrees persist to that goal. 
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  Community college students run their own risks with regard to retention. The 
Pearson Foundation Community College Student Survey (2011) reported that 15% of 
students either drop out or consider dropping out in the first few weeks of a course, and 
74% of those that do drop out do not discuss their intentions with a professor or advisor. 
The survey also stated that at least half of the community college students felt under-
prepared for college by their high school. Finally, students most at risk for dropping 
out—those with full-time jobs, children, and commitments—are the ones most likely to 
take online courses (Burns, 2010; Pearson Foundation, 2011).   
Theoretical Perspective 
Brief history. Theories surrounding attrition, persistence, and retention span 
decades. Early on, models were suggested that explained attrition due to sociological 
factors by Spady (1970), Tinto (1975, 1993), and Astin (1984). Spady focused on student 
characteristics and campus environment. Tinto focused on social and academic 
integration in 1975, and later added rites of passage in 1993. Astin focused on inputs, 
environment, and outcomes (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). Bean (1980), Bean and 
Metzner (1985), and Bean and Eaton (2001) added new elements to retention theories. 
Bean formulated his theory based on work turnover in organizations. Later he worked 
with Metzner to add a component for nontraditional students. He also worked with Eaton 
to provide a model that used three psychological processes to explain social and 
academic integration (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).   
Many researchers have tried to use elements of Tinto’s (1975) model to create 
their own. In the context of community college learners, Wortman and Napoli (1996) 
worked to translate Tinto’s model for community college students, and Kemp (2002) 
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used principles of it for his model on adult learner persistence. In the context of online 
learners, Kember (1995) developed a model for distance education based on many of 
Tinto’s principles. These theories have been tested on students at 2-year schools, 4-year 
schools, in both distance and face-to-face formats, and they attempt to explain the 
numerous factors that impact student’s decisions to drop out (Roqueta, 2013).  
The two theories most often cited are those of Tinto (1975) and of Bean and 
Metzner (1985). Several models use a combination of these two theories to create more 
holistic approaches (Demetriou & Smhitz-Sciborski, 2011). Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, 
and Hengstler (1992) suggested that the two theories converge and can work together. 
Liu, Gomez, Khan, and Yen (2007) designed a framework, using both theories, 
specifically for online community college retention, citing psychological, technological, 
and social dimensions. Rovai (2003) merged the two theories for his model of student 
persistence, and his model will be used in this study. 
Grounded theory. The theory used in this study is Rovai’s (2003) theory of 
student persistence. This theory is a composite of Tinto’s 1975 theory of student 
integration and Bean and Metzner’s 1985 theory of student attrition. Tinto theorized that 
there were two primary determinates of successful persistence: individual characteristics 
and experiences prior to college and experiences at college. Tinto called the experiences 
after admission integration variables. Integration is broken into academic and social 
experiences. The more highly integrated a student is, the more likely he or she will 
persist. He measured these two variables by GPA and frequency of positive interactions 
with peers and faculty. Rovai wrote that Tinto’s theory was somewhat limited for 
explaining the persistence of nontraditional students. Bean and Metzner’s theory focused 
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more on these nontraditional (older than 24, do not live on campus, attend part time, gain 
support mostly outside the institution) students. Rovai said Bean and Metzner’s model of 
their theory was more relevant to explaining the persistence of online distance education 
students. Their theory incorporated more of the outside/environmental influences on a 
student such as employment, family responsibilities, and support. The Bean and Metzner 
model was broken into variables called academic outcomes and psychological outcomes, 
which lead to an intent to persist. Rovai created a new model of his theory that 
incorporated student characteristics and skills prior to admissions with external and 
internal factors affecting students after admission to synthesize the two models and help 
explain student persistence in online distance education programs. Rovai recognized that 
there are many factors leading to persistence and that there is no simple formula for 
success. 
 Rovai (2003) combined student characteristics (demographics and academic 
performance) with student skills to create factors prior to admissions. He combined 
external and internal factors mentioned by Tinto (1975) and Bean and Metzner (1985) 
with students’ needs and pedagogy to create factors after admission. These factors all 
work together to lead the student to the decision on whether or not to persist in a course. 
Figure 1 details the information in Rovai’s model of his theory.  
 Rovai (2003) stated that persistence is a complicated response to multiple issues 
and that attrition cannot be attributed to any single reason. The creation of an orientation 
program and the follow up interviews evaluating students’ perceived value was 
conducted with Rovai’s model in mind. The orientation program was designed to help 
students with skills and internal factors and allow them to be able to finish with a passing 
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transferrable grade. The design will help students gain an understanding about the nature 
of online learning, learn to use the CMS, learn to resolve technical issues related to the 
CMS, and develop self-awareness about learning skills required for online learning (Cho, 
2012). The intent of the orientation program is to help students integrate into the online 
course, as well as the community college in general, to promote completion and retention. 
 
 
Figure 1. A conceptualization of Rovai’s (2003) composite persistence model (p. 9). 
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General Studies of Attrition, Persistence, and Retention 
Reviews of literature. Hart (2012) reviewed research gathered regarding student 
persistence in online programs of study. Lee and Choi (2011) reviewed research gathered 
regarding online course dropouts.  Both studies identify the central issues concerning 
attrition, persistence, and retention that have been focused on by recent literature. 
Discussing these literature reviews will set the foundation of topics to be deliberated in 
later studies. 
  Hart (2012) searched studies from multiple databases in peer-reviewed journal 
articles dated after 1999 addressing student factors leading to persistence. Twenty studies 
were found to meet the criteria. Of those, four are used in this literature review as well: 
Aragon and Johnson (2008), Harrell and Bower (2011), Nash (2005), and Park and Choi 
(2009). Hart suggested that the most common facilitators of persistence were: closeness 
to graduation/completion of degree and comfort with online coursework; flexibility, 
asynchronous environment, and time management; goal commitment; GPA; quality of 
interactions and feedback; satisfaction and relevance; self-efficacy, personal growth, and 
motivation; social connectedness or presence; and support systems. She stated that 
barriers to persistence were: auditory learning style; basic computer skills; closeness to 
graduation/completion of degree; difficulty in accessing resources; isolation and 
decreased engagement; lack of computer accessibility; nonacademic issues; and poor 
communication. The greatest challenge of this study was due to the inconsistencies of the 
definition of persistence in the literature. Hart (2012) concluded that persistence is a 
complicated phenomenon that needs to be more clearly defined, and more research on 
evidence-based interventions needs to be conducted.  
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Lee and Choi (2011) conducted a study for the purpose of examining factors that 
influence dropout rates for all types of students in online courses, to identify strategies to 
address them, and to discuss and provide recommendations for future research. The study 
consisted of reviewing literature over a 10-year period and applying Kember’s (1985) 
model of student progress in distance education. Lee and Choi researched multiple 
databases and ended with 35 peer-reviewed studies meeting their criteria. Because their 
study viewed literature before 2009, only one of the studies in this literature review was 
in their report: Clay et al. (2008). One complication of their research was that the 
definition of “dropout” was not clearly defined. Different studies used different 
terminology and referred to dropouts as either students who withdrew, or students who 
did not complete, or students who finished with a grade below a “C.” The lack of 
consistency made the tabulation of results difficult.  
The results of the Lee and Choi (2011) study showed that students drop out for 
reasons that may be divided into three categories: factors related to students (such as 
academic background, relevant experiences, skills and psychological attributes); factors 
related to courses/programs (such as course design, institutional supports, and 
interactions); and environmental factors (such as work commitments and external 
support). The authors concluded that 75% of the reasons students drop out—student 
factors and course/program factors—can be addressed by understanding each student’s 
challenges and potential, and providing quality course activities and well-structured 
supports. Many of the specific factors listed can be addressed by the school at least to 
some extent, and a concerted effort can be made to help reduce the attrition rates. Some 
examples of strategies include high quality academic advising; computer training, 
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assessing readiness, offering an orientation, offering a cohort, utilizing tutors, and 
limiting class size. Lee and Choi (2011) concluded their study by saying that further 
intervention research is necessary on this special population of online students to find out 
which strategies are most effective. 
The conclusions drawn in these two literature reviews show two things. First, 
there should be more concise definitions of the terms associated with attrition, 
persistence, and retention. This will aid in moving forward with research and establishing 
real interventions to help students succeed. Second, Rovai’s (2003) model of persistence 
includes all of the factors discussed in these studies. Rovai’s model is consistent with the 
variables found in both studies of literature review. Hart’s (2012) facilitators and barriers 
to persistence are included in the model. Likewise, Lee and Choi’s (2011) factors related 
to students, courses/programs, and the environment are all included.  
Older studies of online community college coursework. Four studies have been 
cited frequently in the literature discussing community college orientation programs for 
online students. Muse (2003) and Doherty (2006) sought to examine factors associated 
with success, risk, and retention. Wojciechowski and Palmer (2005) sought to gather 
information to identify student characteristics that might be predictors of success. Nash 
(2005) hoped to identify possible methods to improve retention. All four of these studies 
researched the population of students that this study will examine, online community 
college students. These four studies were very similar in nature and their results were 
comparable.  
Muse (2003) and Doherty (2006) conducted parallel studies; in fact, Doherty used 
Muse as a reference in his study. Both studies collected background data on demographic 
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information and learning styles and administered a questionnaire for qualitative data to 
students that did not complete their online course. Doherty added an extra piece; he 
examined the communications between instructors and students. After analyzing the 
quantitative data, both studies found that academic factors, such as GPA or previous 
performance, had more relationship to success than learning styles or demographics. 
Interestingly, Doherty’s (2006) analysis of the quantitative data related to communication 
between instructor and student did not show a correlation to success; however, Muse’s 
(2003) qualitative data suggested that students needed more communication. 
After reviewing the qualitative data, both studies suggested that time 
management, organization, and lack of confidence were important factors related to 
noncompletion. Both studies also mentioned that web-based courses are more attractive 
to very busy students and the number one reason students cited for not completing was 
being too busy. Muse (2003) suggested students need more resources and training, as 
well as an orientation to help prepare for the beginning of the course. Doherty (2006) 
recommended advisement to discourage over committed students and procrastinators 
from taking courses and an orientation to help students understand time commitment and 
expectations.  
 Wojciechowski and Palmer (2005) also examined personal characteristics of 
students in online community college classes to determine their relationship to student 
success. Characteristics such as age and gender, GPA, various standardized testing 
scores, enrollment in previous online courses, and attendance in an online orientation 
were viewed. Wojciechowski and Palmer (2005) suggested that student GPA and 
attendance in the orientation program had the strongest connections with success in an 
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online course. Although GPA had been linked to success before (as noted in the previous 
two studies), orientation programs had not been studied in correlation to success in online 
courses. Wojciechowski and Palmer suggested colleges incorporate a mandatory 
orientation for all students enrolling in an online course, as well as establishing 
prerequisites to allowing students to register for online courses (GPA or test scores). 
Nash (2005), citing the work of Wojciechowski and Palmer (2005), conducted a 
study with online community college students to better understand why they dropped or 
failed a course and to identify methods or services that might improve success. Nash 
suggested that the two most popular reasons why students enrolled in a distance course 
were because their time was limited and they thought online courses were easier. Not 
surprisingly, the students who did not complete courses cited time constraints and 
underestimating the workload as reasons.  
The surveys Nash (2005) collected showed that students who did not complete 
believed they would benefit from a pre-course orientation and tutoring. Students cited 
needing to better understand course expectations and being connected with instructors. 
Students who formally dropped their course suggested that they did not have time for an 
orientation or tutoring. Nash concluded that these students may be too busy for college 
courses in general, which is why they dropped out and would not be interested in extra 
support. The conclusions Nash (2005) recommended were to implement orientations and 
offer tutoring at times when distance students were more likely available (nights and 
weekends).  
These four studies are important for two reasons. First, they show that research 
conducted on online community college retention yielded similar results. Student 
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characteristics, student skills, external factors, and internal factors all had relevance in 
student success or dropout. Each study included elements of Rovai’s (2003) model of 
student persistence. Second, each recommends an orientation program as a way to 
increase student success. Only Wojciechowski and Palmer (2005) used data from 
students who completed an orientation, but all four agreed it could increase the rates of 
successful completion. 
General studies recommending orientations. Several studies herald the idea of 
including an orientation program into new student preparation using participants from 
online courses, community colleges, or both. Aragon and Johnson (2008) and Harrell and 
Bower (2011) conducted studies with online community college students. Morris and 
Finnegan (2008) and Nichols (2010) all conducted studies with online students at 4-year 
colleges, while Hollins (2009) conducted a study with community college students who 
were not specifically online. All six studies resulted in the same findings—that 
orientation programs add value to new students and can be a way to help combat attrition. 
Two major gaps emerged from these studies. The first, the population of online 
community college students, is not well studied. More research should be conducted to 
investigate the specific needs of this population. Second, more qualitative research should 
be performed and a specific focus on student perceptions of the orientation materials 
should be investigated, especially data that are collected over the entire semester. 
One of the general studies focused specifically on the population gap. Harrell and 
Bower (2011) acknowledged that online students and community college students each 
have their own unique aspects that affect their population’s ability to complete courses. 
These complications are increased when the two populations are merged. Harrell and 
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Bower’s (2011) study recommended adding a form of orientation to help students 
acclimate to online courses and each study suggested further research be conducted to 
identify which pieces of the orientation are most helpful in aiding the population of 
online community college students 
 Harrell and Bower (2011) conducted a study to address the lack of understanding 
about persistence factors for online community college students. They chose learning 
style, locus of control, computer experience and access, previous online experience, and 
various personal attributes as the variables for their study. The purpose of their study was 
to discover how these characteristics could be used to predict persistence in online 
courses. Harrell and Bower surveyed students from five community colleges using an 
online self-report questionnaire. Two hundred and twenty-five student surveys were used 
for a stepwise logistic regression, ANOVA, and t test analysis. The recommendations 
from this study included: offering academic support to students with lower GPAs; 
offering orientations which inform students about study skills, time management, and test 
taking strategies; incorporating items such as audio files, streaming videos, and live chats 
to help auditory learners; and offering computer tutorials, help desks, and peer support 
for computer skill related issues. The study also recommended further research using the 
special population of online community college students to examine their specific needs.  
Two more of the general studies focused on the gap in qualitative data reporting 
student perceptions of orientation materials. Hollins (2009) and Nichols (2010) both cited 
the need for more data from students, both successful and noncompleters, on the specific 
information that is helpful for new students to understand college and be able to complete 
courses. Hollins (2009) used quantitative data, but acknowledged the need for qualitative 
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data. Nichols (2010) used qualitative data, but his study illustrated why data should be 
collected over the course of the entire semester in order for an in-depth and accurate 
understanding. Both studies add to the pool of information influencing the content of the 
orientation program as well. 
The study by Hollins (2009) compared the academic performance of students who 
took part in either a new student orientation program called Student Orientation, 
Advising and Registration (SOAR); group advising sessions; or a College Success 
Course (SDV 100). Hollins also evaluated the academic performance when students 
combined any of these three programs together. Data were compiled from 674 
participants from the fall to the spring semester. Chi-square analyses were used to assess 
the impact of the programs on the participants. The results of the study showed academic 
improvement for all students who participated in one of the programs, with the highest 
increase seen by students who did group advising and SDV 100 together and an increase 
in retention in all groups.  
Hollins (2009) made several conclusions from the data he analyzed. He stated that 
orientations and success programs are necessary and yield an increase in academic 
success. He also stated that his findings were consistent with other studies that suggested 
these programs were helpful in increasing retention rates. Hollins stated that these results 
may be due to chance. He stated that the SOAR and group advising did not give students 
training in study skills; therefore, the increase in academic performance may not be 
attributed to the program. He noted that students becoming more familiar with the 
services offered can increase performance and retention, which may or may not be 
attributed to the programs. He also mentioned the limitations due to his sample sizes and 
25 
 
 
his study not being longitudinal. Hollins recommended implementing a comprehensive 
program (a combination of all three of the support programs he studied), but added that a 
qualitative study was needed to see what specific factors students found influential.  
Nichols (2010) conducted a study comparing the retention and completion rates of 
two semesters in an online program in New Zealand. The comparison was set up after the 
implementation of a four-part support system by the Centre for Distance Learning (CDL) 
at the college. Nichols used Rovai’s (2003) persistence model to establish the precedent 
that many of the factors related to noncompletion can be addressed by support systems at 
a college. The support system that was created consisted of a readiness to online learning 
survey, an orientation, frequent support messages, and personal contact with students 
who indicated a need. At the end of the semester, retention was up 24.7%. Students not 
completing (failed, stopped doing work or withdrew after the first week) were surveyed 
and some were later interviewed for their reasons for noncompletion. The five major 
reasons for noncompletion were: time management, family reasons, workload too heavy, 
change in situation, or life was too busy. Students completing (but had been labeled as at 
risk) were also surveyed and interviewed for their perception of the support services 
ability to aid in completion. The four main contributors to persistence were: course 
tutor’s encouragement, the course itself, didn’t occur not to finish, and a determination to 
finish. Nichols (2010) summed up the findings of his study by saying the reasons for 
completion and noncompletion were complex and numerous. He concluded that the 
24.7% increase in retention indicated support services were valuable, but the surveys and 
interviews were not as conclusive. 
Nichols (2010) postulated that the students’ perceptions of support services and 
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their effects on the rates of retention and noncompletion may be explained by Herzberg’s 
(1964) two-factor theory. The simplistic explanation of this theory is that students do not 
necessarily attribute success or failure to the presence or lack of support services. What 
this theory means to this study is that interviewing students on their perceptions of an 
orientation program may not yield accurate results. Some students may believe their 
success is attributed to intrinsic factors and not necessarily the tools afforded by the 
orientation. This theory points out a clear gap in Nichols’ (2010) qualitative study. The 
data should be collected over the course of the semester so students could reflect on the 
materials provided and how they influenced the progress toward course completion. 
Gathering data before, during, and after the semester can give students the chance to 
consider the information from the orientation as it aided in completion or decide what 
information may have been lacking. 
The last two general studies mentioned both the population gap and the qualitative 
information gap. Aragon and Johnson (2008) and Morris and Finnegan (2008) both 
conducted studies exploring background variables of online students and how those 
variables might affect attrition or retention. Both studies also included a qualitative 
component; they interviewed noncompleters for their reasons for being unable to finish 
the course. Both studies recommended continuing research on the special population of 
online students and expanding the qualitative data on what pieces of an orientation 
program can be most useful in helping students complete their courses. 
 Aragon and Johnson (2008) conducted a study with 305 online community 
college students to determine some of the reasons for completion and noncompletion in a 
semester. The purpose of their study was to investigate the differences in variables such 
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as demographics, hours enrolled, academic characteristics, and learning characteristics. 
Data were collected from the management information system of a rural community 
college in the Midwest. Students enrolling in the designated semester were given a self-
directed learning readiness survey. At the end of the semester, data for students not 
finishing an online course were compiled. The data included information such as age, 
gender, ethnicity, and financial aid eligibility along with hours enrolled in courses, 
academic placement scores, and GPA. Sixty-five of these students were then asked, via a 
survey, why they chose not to complete the course. Chi-square, t test, correlation 
coefficient, and content analysis were used to analyze the data. 
The results of the study concluded that age, ethnicity, financial aid eligibility, 
student placement tests, and self-directed learning readiness were not factors that made a 
significant difference between completers and noncompleters. Women had slightly higher 
completion rates, students enrolled in more hours were more apt to complete, and GPA 
was higher for completers than noncompleters. After reviewing the surveys from 
noncompleters, Aragon and Johnson (2008) determined that 34% of noncompleters 
claimed that time constraints forced them to drop the course. Another 28% cited course 
design and communication with instructors, while 18% said technology and CMS issues 
were the reason. Lastly, 11% responded that institutional issues were the reason and 9% 
said the online format was not their learning preference. Aragon and Johnson (2008) 
recommended implementing better advisement, support services, and course design as 
well as addressing quality control and course development. They also encouraged this 
study be replicated at multiple community colleges and expanding the qualitative data 
collected.  
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Morris and Finnegan (2008) conducted four studies with students and faculty 
involved in online courses at 35 institutions in Georgia. The purpose of Morris and 
Finnegan’s four studies was to investigate the relationship of student background 
variables and online behaviors to persistence and achievement. In their four studies, they 
tracked the online behavior of 400 students (using t test and regression for analysis); 
compiled demographic data and results from a locus of control survey over five semesters 
(using predictive discriminant analysis for data); surveyed and then interviewed 16 
students (8 noncompleters, 8 completers) on reasons for withdrawing or staying in a 
course; and interviewed instructors from 11 institutions. The results of the studies 
concluded that students do better when they spend more time on task; the authors were 
able to explain withdrawal with 64% accuracy by examining high school GPA and Math 
SAT scores; and with 74% accuracy by focusing on locus of control and financial 
assistance. Noncompleters suggested course management assistance is necessary; and 
that institutions must encourage faculty to enact appropriate roles at various points during 
the course and be present and visible in discussions and feedback. Morris and Finnegan 
(2008) recommend future studies focus on the demographics of this special population 
and that more qualitative data be collected surrounding which pieces of information are 
most useful for course completion. 
These general studies on attrition, persistence, and retention build a solid 
foundation for the use of an orientation program as a tool to aid students in completing 
courses. All six studies suggested an orientation program and add to the knowledge 
indicating what types of data should be included. Hollins (2009), Harrell and Bower 
(2011), and Morris and Finnegan (2008) used primarily quantitative data to assess which 
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variables contributed the most to drop-out rates and what could be done to decrease these 
rates. The data provided a template for what is included in this orientation program. The 
qualitative data gathered by Nichols (2010), Aragon and Johnson (2008), and Morris and 
Finnegan (2008) focused on the reasons students were not able to complete. All the data 
and results from these studies add useful information to be considered when developing 
an orientation for the special population of online community college students. The 
identified gaps from these studies categorized the need for the current research. 
Studies of Orientation Programs 
 Orientation programs are common at colleges and universities. Students often 
attend on-campus orientations prior to their first year as a student. The orientation may 
consist of welcoming statements by administration, campus tours, class sign-ups, and 
information on where to go for help for various situations (library, technology, 
disabilities, health, etc.). The following studies all focus on design and content. Each 
study adds to the body of knowledge about what should be contained in an orientation. 
However, none of the studies uses interviews of students over the course of an entire 
semester for their specific perceptions on what information is most valuable. The studies 
are useful, because they cite content that seems to have been helpful and some survey 
students for opinions. These studies help with the creation of an orientation, but there is a 
clear gap in providing comprehensive student feedback. 
The purpose of the study by Mayhew et al. (2010) was to explore the impact of 
orientation programs on student learning. The study used dependent variables of 
academic learning (effective study skills, managing time effectively, adjusting to 
academic demands, and understanding expectations) and social learning (developing 
30 
 
 
friendships, adjusting to social aspects, and using campus services) with independent 
variables such as student demographics, institutional demographics, and the functional 
experiences of the orientation. The study compared whether the orientation should be 
about academic learning or about social learning. Students were given a survey with 
questions about campus navigation resources, academic requirements, usefulness of 
orientation information, and positive experience with orientation staff. Results of the 
study indicated that basic information about the campus, policies, academics, technology, 
and recreation were cornerstones to perception of successful orientations. Students 
wanted to know the basics of the academic portion of the orientation over the social.  
The recommendations of this study were to approach orientation programming 
from a learning outcome standpoint. In other words, it does not need to be a “fun time” 
but should assist students with making a successful academic transition to higher learning 
(Mayhew et al., 2010, p. 341). The authors’ cautioned institutions not to see an 
orientation as a need for social learning and to stay focused on academic outcomes. This 
is an important message to remember when addressing online students. The Mayhew et 
al. study was not exclusive to online students. Clearly, a face-to-face orientation has some 
social aspects present by the very nature of being face-to-face. However, many 
researchers see the need to make online orientations more social due to the work of Tinto 
(1975). Tinto focused a large portion of his persistence model on social integration. The 
message from the Mayhew et al. (2010) study is that orientation programs should have a 
solid academic foundation and not try too hard to be a social get-together. This is useful 
in setting up an orientation program design, but it lacks focus. Because this study only 
surveyed students one time, shortly after the orientation, there is a gap in the evidence 
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that was collected. 
Tomei et al. (2009) conducted a study with members, providers, and students 
associated with the Online Consortium of Independent Colleges and Universities 
(OCICU). Member institutions (colleges and universities where students can take online 
courses), provider institutions (colleges and institutions where online courses originate), 
and students were given surveys to help the authors investigate the importance of 
orientation materials to success in online courses. The provider institutions were asked if 
they provided an orientation package, what were its contents, how was it delivered, when 
was it delivered, and what platform they were using for online courses. Member 
institutions were asked if they provide an orientation package, what were its contents, 
how was it delivered, and was the package unique to the school. Students were asked if 
they received an orientation package, what were in the contents, if the materials matched 
the syllabus of the course, and what would be helpful to include in the future.  
Tomei et al. (2009) recommended that at a minimum, the orientation package 
should include a book store link, course syllabus, login information, and contact 
information for technical help. These findings are similar to Mayhew et al. (2010) in that 
they also stressed academic materials are important for student success. This study did 
not detail specific academic information that should be added; however, the conclusions 
add to the body of evidence suggesting that orientation materials must be more detailed. 
This study, like Mayhew et al., used only one survey, not multiple interviews. This led to 
a hole in the information, by not gathering specific details about content that is most 
useful. This gap can be filled by conducting interviews and by meeting with students 
more than one time over the semester. 
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 Clay et al. (2008) also stated that orientation is a key to success. The purpose of 
their study was to improve retention rates in their eCore online courses by implementing 
a comprehensive orientation and advisement program and redundant communication with 
students. The study was broken into three phases: data collection and analysis, 
improvement planning and implementation, and evaluation of improvements. In Phase 1, 
telephone interviews were conducted with students who withdrew from an eCore course 
the previous semester. The results indicated that students did not feel prepared; were 
overwhelmed by workload; had navigation challenges; needed more timely 
communication from instructors; needed clearer instructions; and students admitted they 
should have spent more time on the course, including logging in daily.  
In Phase 2, Clay et al. (2008) developed an advisement program to help alleviate 
some of these issues. The advisement program included: an orientation which covered the 
nature of online courses; the need to log in almost every day; interaction procedures; the 
instructor’s role; how to get help; how to log in; and warnings against procrastination. 
The orientation was followed by a short quiz over the information presented. It was also 
combined with weekly emails focusing on a single topic and a pre-semester phone call to 
ensure students knew how to log on to their course. The results of these efforts were 
measured in Phase 3. For the first time, the retention rate for the semester (summer of 
2007) rose above 80% for these eCore courses. The previous high was 77% in the 
summer of 2003. The recommendations from this study suggested that comprehensive 
orientation and advisement be administered along with redundant communication to help 
aid students in successful completion of online courses. 
The study by Clay et al. (2008) is significant because of its increase in success for 
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students who were involved in the orientation program. This study strengthened the 
information seen in the Mayhew et al. (2010) study and the Tomei et al. (2009) study that 
academic based information is helpful in preparing students to be successful in their 
courses. The Clay et al. (2008) study interviewed only students not completing the 
course. There is a lack of evidence from students who did complete. There is also no 
evidence from prior to the students experiencing the orientation.  The Clay et al. study 
fills in more information than Mayhew et al. and Tomei et al., but there is still a clear 
gap. 
The retention increase, derived from participation in an orientation program, is 
also seen in a study by Ali and Leeds (2009). The purpose of their study was to measure 
retention after implementing an engagement strategy for online courses. The engagement 
strategy consisted of several pieces; a welcome email with RSVP to the face-to-face 
orientation (a reminder email if the RSVP was not received in 1 week, a personal phone 
call to all remaining non RSVPs after 2 weeks), a 1-hour orientation and then posting the 
orientation online after the face-to-face date. The orientation itself covered six topics: 
success strategies for online learning; course content and how to navigate; technology; 
how discussions and assignments were graded; how to order textbooks; and the nature of 
exams and team projects. The total enrollment for the courses in the study was 64. Fifty-
nine students were contacted via email or phone, and 35 attended the orientation. Ninety-
two percent of the students who attended the orientation received a grade of “C’ or better 
in their course. Only 18% of the students not attending orientation received the “C” or 
better grade. This suggested that the orientation aided in students’ success. The authors 
recommended further research to confirm the results and to add demographic data to 
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predict attrition. This study did not add a qualitative component and seek information 
from students. This is a gap in the study. The results of “success” from the orientation 
may have multiple variables contributing to the success. Interviews with students would 
have added some clarity to the findings. 
These four studies of orientation programs add to the foundation created by the 
general studies of attrition, persistence, and retention. Mayhew et al. (2010) and Tomei et 
al. (2009) both used quantitative data to reinforce how academic information is necessary 
in an orientation program. Clay et al. (2008) and Ali and Leeds (2009) both used 
quantitative data to show how their orientation and advisement strategies increase 
retention rates. Clay et al. (2008) added a qualitative element to gain data on the reasons 
why students drop out. All four studies are important in confirming the direction and 
design of the orientation program itself. It should contain more academic content than 
social content and be geared toward the information necessary to succeed. This should 
include, but not be limited to: information on academic requirements; course navigation; 
redundant communication; and success strategies. All of this information is useful in 
creating a new orientation program; however, there is a lack of comprehensive feedback 
from students as to the pieces of the orientation they find most useful. None of these 
studies provided data from student interviews spanning the entire semester. The current 
study seeks to fill that gap. 
Studies of Particular Importance 
 Three studies are of particular importance: O’Gara et al. (2009), Karp and Bork 
(2012), and Harris, Larrier, and Castano-Bishop (2011). In each of these studies, 
researchers questioned students about their expectations. O’Gara et al., and Karp and 
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Bork all interviewed community college students while Harris et al. used a questionnaire 
for online students. None of the studies used interviews of online community college 
students in combination, reinforcing the notion that there is a lack of information on this 
specific population. The more important gap that these three studies expressed is the need 
for qualitative data that spans the entire semester. The data should include the expectation 
before the orientation is presented, the expectations and perceptions during the semester 
courses and again after the semester is over. This approach is the most complete and is 
not included in any of these studies. The specific information from each of the studies is 
pertinent to the content of the current orientation program and to the focus of the current 
study as a whole (purpose and methodology).  
A study conducted by O'Gara et al. (2009) explored first-time students’ 
perspectives. In the study, 44 students from two community colleges were interviewed in 
the spring and the 36 of those students were re-interviewed in the fall of the same year. 
Students were interviewed about their reasons for enrolling, their goals, their experiences, 
and their perceptions of the courses they had taken. They were also asked about their 
knowledge of student services and any challenges they faced or could foresee facing as 
they completed their degree. Students were chosen randomly from a pool of first-time 
enrollees who persisted from fall to spring during the selected school year. Candidates 
were offered a cash stipend; however, turnout was low. The authors attributed this to the 
busy lives of community college students. The original pool consisted of 176 students, 
and only 36 sat for two interviews. Of the 44 students who began the study, 32 were full 
time, 11 were part time and 1 was enrolled in a certificate program. A total of 31 students 
took a student success course at the community college in their first or second semester. 
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This success course is similar to an orientation program, but it is taken concurrently with 
courses, not before the term begins. The course included information about graduation 
requirements, course schedules, and available support services such as: personal 
counseling, college advising, tutoring, transfer advising and student activities. The course 
also focused on strategies for managing time, practicing effective academic habits, and 
forging relationships with peers and professors. The course is designed to provide 
information as well as a sense of community. 
During the first interview, students were asked about their reasons for enrolling, 
their goals, the courses they were enrolled in, if they were enrolled in the student success 
course (and the experiences in that course), their knowledge of student services and 
academic advising, and what challenges they saw in completing their degree. The second 
interview focused on students’ decisions to continue in college, and the challenges of 
progressing toward the goal of a degree. The results of the interviews indicated that 
student success courses played an important role in persistence. Students mentioned the 
advantages of having extra information and resources, developing skills that support 
academic success, and developing relationships. These factors are all part of Rovai’s 
(2003) persistence model. Overall, the students expressed that the success course helped 
them become familiar with campus life, support services, and getting to know other 
students and professors. This led to a sense of comfort and a feeling of integration at the 
community college. Integration and student needs are both part of the internal factors of 
Rovai’s theory and part of what he states makes students persistence. 
This coupling of information provided by the orientation and comfort felt from 
integration led to the use of more services. Students expressed that they thought it was 
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helpful to meet representatives from advising and tutoring during their course. The 
representatives encouraged them to come use the services, and 58% of the students who 
took the student success course made use of these services (only 23% of students who did 
not take the course used the services; O’Gara et al., 2009).  
The study suggests several areas that are in need of improvement. The authors 
noted that the success course was more beneficial when students took it in their first 
semester. They also noted that it was not mandatory for graduation at one of the 
community colleges and they suggested that it should be a requirement for all students, 
both full and part time. The timing of course materials is also important. Because the 
course runs simultaneously with other courses, information should be given to correlate 
with the needs of students. In other words, a campus tour should be the first day, not later 
in the semester. The authors also stated that the student success courses should be taught 
by instructors who will become the student’s advisor. This way, students can become 
familiar and comfortable with the instructor and use that relationship as they progress 
through the college. These recommendations presented by O’Gara et al. (2009) are all 
based on the student interview data and research they gathered on attrition and 
persistence. The data were useful, but lacked recommendations on specific academic 
aspects of the orientation. This information could have been gathered if the interviews 
were changed slightly and an additional interview had been added before the semester 
started. This is a gap in the literature.  
 A study by Karp and Bork (2012) is also of particular importance. It focused on 
the role that community college students are expected to play and how students do not 
know about these expectations. Karp and Bork frame their study in the sociological 
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theory of roles and role change and discuss the unspoken roles and rules for students that 
they assume as they enter community college. The qualitative study interviewed 92 
students and 72 faculty and staff involved in student success courses at three Virginia 
community colleges. The student success courses are a graduation requirement and the 
interviews focused on the courses’ implementation, campus circumstances, instructional 
expectations, and students’ experiences. The interviews also consisted of a subset of 
questions related to expectations of students, expectations of the institution, and student 
needs. The data revealed that community college students are expected to be self-aware 
and assess their progress and needs in unfamiliar ways. Also, that the role of the 
community college student is more fluid than other roles and there are strategies that help 
lead to successful role enactment. Karp and Bork (2012) explain self-awareness as the 
need to exhibit high degrees of reflection such as: knowing their own learning style and 
how they study best, assess their own performance and diagnose potential solutions on 
how to make progress toward their own academic goals, and reflect on personal strengths 
and weaknesses. They explain the fluidity of the community college student role by 
discussing the lack of structure, clarity, and feedback the role possess when compared to 
that of a high school student or employee.  
Karp and Bork (2012) defined the community college student role as having four 
components: academic habits, cultural know-how, balancing the multiple roles, and help-
seeking behavior. These components encompass the factors in Rovai’s (2003) persistence 
model. The student’s characteristics will affect academic habits, cultural know-how and 
help-seeking behaviors. Students’ skills will affect academic habits and help-seeking 
behaviors. External factors will affect academic habits and internal factors will play a role 
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in all four components. Table 1 depicts the strategies related to each component, which 
can be clearly related to Rovai’s model. 
 The recommendations from Karp and Bork’s (2012) study use the information 
established in Table 1 as a guideline for what institutions and instructors should be 
explicitly teaching community college students as they enter school. Karp and Bork 
suggested using an orientation program or course as an effective means of 
communicating the expectations of students’ roles. The data in Table 1 show many of the 
elements previously mentioned in other studies and will help minimize attrition and 
maximize retention and completion of online community college students. This is also 
consistent with Rovai’s (2003) theory of persistence. The information in Table 1 was 
used in the current study to guide the content of the orientation program. Although this 
study provides valuable information that can be useful, it is lacking in the comprehensive 
feedback that multiple interviews can provide. The interviews provide relevant data, but 
there is still a gap.  
 Harris et al. (2011) also conducted a study that is of particular importance. The 
researchers in this study developed an instrument that measured student expectation in 
online courses. This literature review has already stated the importance of expectations in 
conjunction with many of the studies reviewed, especially Karp and Bork (2012). The 
Harris et al. study was quantitative, so the instrument must be adapted for this qualitative 
study, but the concepts included in the survey questions are pertinent to the interviews 
that will be conducted in this study.  
 Harris et al. (2011) focused on six themes related to student expectations: 
proficiency in using technology; the expectation of the course instructor; expectations  
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Table 1 
Karp and Bork’s (2012) Student Roles 
Academic habits 
Behaviors and attitudes      Strategies 
 
Manage workflow independently    Use a syllabus 
Complete work without clear due dates or that must be done  
over a long period of time in increments 
Organize and manage time and time-related demands  Find the best time and place to study for  
Plan ahead in order to carve out enough time to complete   individual circumstances 
assignments  
Study in new ways, and identify which methods work best  
Independent and reflective note-taking    Take notes from multiple sources 
Discern what is likely to be important 
Use the “tools of the trade”     Use tools and resources such as Blackboard and  
Regularly access tools, even in the absence of explicit   the library appropriately 
 instruction to do so  
Exhibiting cultural know-how 
Behaviors and attitudes      Strategies                                             
 
Engage in collegiate discourse    Use academic and non-colloquial language in  
speaking and writing 
Engage in discussion about opinions    
Demonstrate openness to new ideas 
Demonstrate culturally defined forms of respect   Participate in give-and-take with  
and commitment       professors  
Put forth strong effort 
Recognize that community college is less forgiving than   Do not expect exceptions 
high school or other venues     Adhere to rules and deadlines 
Adapt to instructors’ personal styles 
Balancing multiple roles 
Behaviors and attitudes      Strategies 
Make college a priority     Take responsibility for meeting deadlines 
“Stick-to-it-ness” 
Use the fluidity of the part to their advantage                                 Find a schedule that works for personal         
                                                                                                                circumstances 
Filter out distractions 
Have a plan 
Modify obligations 
Communicate with instructors early and often                  Earn acknowledgement of the balancing act by   
                                                                                                                honest and frequent communication 
Help-Seeking 
 
Behaviors and attitudes       Strategies 
 
Demonstrate awareness of need    Ask for help early 
Anticipate areas that might become problematic in the future 
Gain knowledge of available resources    Know what resources are available 
Know when to use resources, how to do so appropriately,  
and which ones to use 
Develop a sense of agency     Take the initiative to seek out help 
Ask for assistance rather than waiting for it to be offered 
Advocate for oneself 
 
Note. Adapted from Karp & Bork, 2012, pp. 15, 21, 26–32. 
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surrounding the course content; the expectations for social interaction; how the course is 
organized; and personal variables (time management, family support, and learning 
styles). These are all key factors in the Rovai (2003) persistence model, as well. Student 
skills, external factors, and internal factors are all present in the Harris et al. (2011) 
framework for helping students persist and complete courses. 
The Harris et al. (2011) study used graduate students in its sample with a 42% 
response rate (only 17 students) with an average age of 21 to 29 years old. The Student 
Expectations of Online Learning Survey (SEOLS) was a 44-item questionnaire using a 
Likert-type scale. It was found to be reliable and valid. The authors of the study 
suggested that the SEOLS be used in more studies to measure the relationship between 
expectations and course completion/performance/retention rates in online programs. 
One other reason the Harris et al. (2011) study is of particular importance is the 
contents of the SEOLS survey. The questions in the survey laid a foundation for 
interview questions in the beginning of the semester. Questions such as: do you expect 
the rigor to be the same as a face-to-face course? and are you an independent learner? (to 
list only a few) can be adapted to interview questions. The questions fit perfectly with all 
the information presented by previous studies explaining what students claim to expect. 
Other studies have not interviewed students before the orientation to investigate their 
perceptions of online learning. This is a gap that can be filled by expanding the 
qualitative data collection to encompass the entire semester. This study used the SEOLS 
as a template for interview questions, expanding and forging deeper where necessary. 
 These three studies are of particular importance due to the gap in qualitative data, 
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but also because they each detail the need to set student’s expectations early in the 
college experience. They also use the components of Rovai’s (2003) persistence model as 
the key factors in their reasoning for assisting student completion. These ideas are the 
crux of the reasoning behind creating a comprehensive orientation program. The program 
should include all of the elements mentioned as aids in retention. It should also clearly 
define the expectations the students should have and the roles they should play. These 
three studies are pivotal in validating these ideas. O’Gara et al. (2009), Karp and Bork 
(2012), and Harris et al. (2011) detail specific elements which should be included in a 
comprehensive orientation program. These elements were used in the current study when 
choosing specific materials for the orientation. These elements are also easily added to 
the model created by Cho (2012).  
Orientation in Detail  
The last study, by Cho (2012), is the one that was replicated. With all of the 
information previously presented on attrition, persistence, retention, and orientation 
programs, it is easy to see the importance of including the “right” information in an 
orientation. This “right” information can be determined by the literature previously 
discussed, but must also depend on the stakeholders of the institution providing the 
orientation. Cho’s study described the process of creating an orientation program and its 
potential benefits to students in online courses. 
 The purpose of Cho’s (2012) study was to describe the process of developing an 
online student orientation that he created to help students be successful. The orientation 
itself is divided into four modules: the nature of online learning; how to use the CMS; the 
technical requirements of an online course; and the learning skills and motivation 
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required for online learning. A summative evaluation was given to participating students 
in the form of a two-part survey. The results indicated that students were satisfied with 
the contents of the orientation and saw the orientation as valuable to course success. Due 
to the positive feedback and due to the careful consideration of stakeholder needs, this 
study was chosen as the orientation program to replicate. 
 Cho (2012) reviewed current literature and met with stakeholders to decide what 
content should be included in this online student orientation (OSO). Current online 
instructors as well as the director and assistant director of the online learning program 
were consulted. The results produced a four-module concept of the OSO. The basic 
structure of these modules remained consistent for the current study. Specific information 
was adapted as necessary according to the stakeholders at the community college being 
studied. 
The first module, the nature of online learning, was created and then reviewed by 
faculty and administrators for authentication. It discussed expectations, interactions, the 
nature of assignments, resources, and where to go for help. This module was adapted 
with the specific information provided by the medical program instructors (online 
program being studied). It consisted of generalized information from the distance 
education community as to the nature of online learning, but featured specific 
requirements for the college and its current program. The module was as general as 
possible, so it could be transferred to new programs as they arise at the college. It 
explained generalized uses of assignments and communication that may not be used by 
the specific program. 
This module demonstrated several components of Rovai’s (2003) persistence 
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model. It discussed student skills such as time management and computer-based 
interaction; internal factors such as: study habits, advising, commitment and social 
integration, clarity of program, and interpersonal relationships; and student characteristics 
such as: academic performance and academic preparation. These are all key factors to 
include in order to help students persist and complete courses, according to Rovai. This 
interactive module incorporated the most elements from the Rovai model (excluding the 
self-efficacy survey) and set the learner up for the basics of online learning. 
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Figure 2. Module 1 (Cho, 2012, p. 1056). 
The second module, how to learn in the CMS, was created with the help of the 
information technology (IT) services at the university as well as the faculty and 
administrators. It discussed where to go for information, how to post, how to interact, 
 
Figure 3. Module 2 (Cho, 2012, p. 1057). 
and which areas to check frequently. This module was adapted for the CMS at the current 
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study’s community college. This module included factors from Rovai’s (2003) 
persistence model associated with students prior to admission: student characteristics 
(academic preparation) and student skills (computer literacy). Module 3, technology 
requirements, also required the help of the IT services.  
 
Figure 4. Module 3 (Cho, 2012, p. 1058). 
Module 3 discussed login, software requirements, pop-up blockers, Java, Flash, 
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and where to go to get help. This module was updated according to the specific needs of 
the community college being studied and the CMS the college uses. It was as general as 
possible, in case the system changes or students take online courses at other colleges or 
universities. This module also included factors associated with students prior to 
admission, student characteristics, and student skills from the Rovai’s (2003) persistence 
model. It discussed academic preparation, computer literacy, and information literacy.  
The last module of the orientation was learning skills and motivations necessary 
for online learning. It was a survey for readiness to learn in an online environment. The 
survey was a compilation of tested surveys and reviewed by stakeholders to confirm 
validity. The survey measured six types of self-efficacy:  
1. Self-efficacy to complete an online course: Belief in personal capabilities to 
complete an online course; 
2. Self-efficacy to interact with classmates for academic purpose: Belief in 
personal capabilities to interact with classmates for academic purposes; 
3. Self-efficacy to interact with the instructor for academic purpose: Belief in 
personal capabilities to interact with the instructor; 
4. Self-efficacy to self-regulate in online learning: Belief in personal capabilities 
to self- regulate (e.g., planning, monitoring, evaluation, and adjustment); 
5. Self-efficacy to handle tools in Blackboard: Belief in personal capabilities to 
use tools in Blackboard; and 
6. Self-efficacy to interact socially with other classmates: Belief in personal 
capabilities to interact with others (e.g., classmates and instructor) for social purpose. 
This survey was made available for students in Module 4, with an explanation of 
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survey results. The survey incorporated all the factors from Rovai’s (2003) model. The 
first question asked about the student’s ability to overcome external factors, use student 
skills, and evaluate some of their own characteristics and internal factors. The second, 
third and sixth questions asked about the student’s ability to integrate and handle 
interpersonal relationships (internal factors). The fourth and fifth questions asked about 
the student’s ability to use student skills and ability to handle internal factors. 
 There are several reasons why Cho’s (2012) study was of particular importance 
and worth replicating. First, the study was built on the principle exemplified by Hollins 
(2009), Ali and Leeds (2009), and Nichols (2010) that the orientation will make a 
difference in student success. Second, the design of the program was comprehensive, as 
was suggested by Morris and Finnegan (2008) and Clay et al. (2008), with its four 
separate modules that can be accessed online at any time at the student’s leisure. Third, it 
addressed the academic learning concerns communicated by Mayhew et al. (2010) and 
Tomei et al. (2009), with its modules defining the nature of online learning and how to 
use the CMS. Fourth, it clearly defined the course rigor and time commitment as well as 
cautions against falling behind in module one, which addresses the concerns of Aragon 
and Johnson (2008). Fifth, it was a comprehensive orientation that sought to set 
expectations of students so that they had the proper foundation for success, which meets 
the needs of Hollins (2009), O’Gara et al. (2009), Karp and Bork (2012), and Harris et al. 
(2011).  
 Finally, the four-module study took into consideration the strategies presented by 
Lee and Choi (2011) and Harrell and Bower (2011) along with all the surveys and student 
feedback included in many other studies not detailed here. Cho’s study is comprehensive 
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and inclusive. Not only does it encompass the information from the literature, but it takes 
into account the wishes and needs of the stakeholders, and all the factors listed in Rovai’s 
(2003) persistence model. This study was worth modeling because of its depth in creating 
an orientation program and its potential to help aid in the success of online students and 
their ability to persist. One problem with Cho’s study was that it did not seek student 
input at several times through the semester. There was one survey given after the 
orientation, but the study lacked in depth interviews over time. This was the gap that 
needed to be filled. 
Chapter Summary  
This study was intended to fill the gaps in the current research pertaining to the 
unique population of online community college students and the lack of qualitative 
interviews done over the period of an entire semester. This study aimed to use the 
suggestions from the previously mentioned literature to guide the content of the 
orientation program. The study used Cho’s (2012) model for a four-part orientation as a 
guide for orientation content. Rovai’s (2003) theory of student persistence was used as a 
guide in developing research questions, which could be answered by the interviews given 
to participants. This study interviewed students before, during, and after the semester, 
unlike any other study. This contributes multiple levels of student perceptions to the 
current research of online orientation programs. 
Research Questions 
 Central question. How do students perceive a comprehensive online orientation? 
1. What do participants perceive to be the most important information to include in 
an orientation to be ready to learn at a distance? 
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a. How do participants perceive online education before, during, and after 
their first semester of online courses? 
b. What do participants perceive to be the biggest challenges in completing 
and online college course and online learning in general? 
2. How do participants perceive the online orientation program? 
a. What are the perceptions of participants toward the design and materials 
covered in the orientation during and after completing their semester? 
b. What aspects of the orientation are most useful to participants when it 
comes to completing an online course? 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Introduction 
This chapter explains the researcher’s methodology and the reasons behind 
choosing this research design to study perceptions of online students toward an 
orientation program. This chapter discusses the participants of the study and what types 
of data collection tools were used. It details the procedures used in the study in step-by-
step fashion. It details how the data were collected during these procedures and how they 
were analyzed. The chapter also discusses the ethical considerations made during the 
study as well as the trustworthiness of the findings. Finally, this chapter details the 
researcher’s bias and the study’s potential limitations. 
Design  
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions of an orientation 
program from community college students enrolled in online courses. The researcher 
gained a deeper understanding of what participants perceived as the important pieces of 
the orientation program and what aspects of the program were the most useful to 
participants. The research design for this study was a qualitative case study. This design 
was chosen due to the desire to look closely at the real-life situations of students being 
prepared to take online courses. 
The qualitative method focused on collecting data to gain understanding 
(Edmonds & Kennedy, 2013). Qualitative studies are best suited to research problems 
that do not have clear variables and where there is a need to explore (Creswell, 2012). 
The research relied on the views of the participants to gain understanding. Creswell 
(2013) stated that a case study is appropriate when a researcher wants to have an in-depth 
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understanding of a case. According to Yin (2014), a relevant situation for using a case 
study is when: the research questions ask how or why; the research does not require 
control over behavioral events, contexts of behaviors; and the focus is on contemporary 
events. Because this study meets all of those requirements, a case study was a fitting 
method for conducting this research. 
Participants 
 The participants in the study were online students enrolled at a community college 
located in rural western Maine. The criteria were that the students were part of the 
college’s only fully online program, medical coding (MCO), and were part of the fall 
2014 cohort, which contained 12 students. The current population of MCO students is 
consistent with the overall demographics of the college: ranging in age from 18 to 60; 
more than half female; and mostly Caucasian. The participant sampling for this study is 
purposeful because the individuals and site have been purposefully chosen (Creswell 
2012). It is also convenience because there is only one fully online program that has a 
cohort to interview (Creswell, 2013).  
 A minimum of 10 students were to be involved in the study. The program cohorts 
contained 20 students during the last two sessions, 10 participants seemed plausible. All 
students were invited to participate in the study during the summer, before classes started 
for the fall semester. All students who were willing to participate and meet the criteria 
were accepted. The participants are anonymous, but were given pseudonyms so that data 
from individuals could be compiled over the course of the three data collection periods 
(Yin, 2014).  
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Data Collection Tools 
 Participants were questioned before, during, and after the fall semester. Before the 
semester started, participants were questioned to determine their overall perceptions 
toward online learning. Students were questioned as a focus group in an Adobe Connect 
session (synchronous chat room, where students could type and talk, which was 
recorded). This SEOLS protocol was designed by three researchers measuring student 
expectations of online learning (Appendix A). It was created by the authors and used in a 
pilot study to assess its reliability in 2011 (Harris et al., 2011). Permission was granted to 
use the SEOLS protocol, by one of its authors.  
Part way through the semester (approximately one month), students were 
individually interviewed again during a second Adobe Connect session, Interview 
Protocol 1 (Appendix B). This interview asked about the perceptions of the orientation 
program materials’ relevance to their semester’s courses and what aspects of the program 
were the most useful. The protocol for this interview was taken from Cho’s (2012) study 
and permission was granted. The protocol was created by Cho and used in his study as 
part of his summative evaluation of his orientation model. The questions in this protocol 
were changed slightly to match the changes between the two orientation programs, for 
example: OSO was changed to orientation and Blackboard was changed to eRacer. 
There was another individual interview session with each participant through 
Adobe Connect after the semester was over. These interviews, Interview Protocol 2, 
focused on the perceptions of students at the end of the semester (Appendix C). This 
protocol consisted of four open- ended questions and permission was granted to use the 
protocol. The protocol was created by three researchers to gain insights on students’ 
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expectations and experiences in their 2004 study (Bozarth, Chapman, & LaMonica, 
2004). Archival documents were collected, including: demographic data, participants’ 
semester transcripts, and statistics from the LMS such as the score on their orientation 
quizzes, and if students completed their courses. 
Procedures 
 After all the necessary permissions were granted, the researcher overhauled the 
current orientation program. Using Cho’s (2012) four-module design, the researcher 
helped create new content and adapt existing content. The modules were set up in the 
LMS eRacer. The orientation showed up as a class on the student’s roster. Students had 
access to all four modules throughout the entire semester. However, students were asked 
to complete the orientation prior to the beginning of the semester. Students had a 
synchronous Adobe Connect session prior to the start of fall classes with the cohort 
coordinator. At this time, access records from the LMS as well as short quizzes on each 
module ensured that all students had completed the orientation. 
Before the beginning of the Fall 2014 semester, the researcher contacted the 
cohort coordinator for a list of incoming cohort members. The researcher gave all 
potential participants a letter informing them of the nature of the study, assuring 
confidentiality and describing the use of the study results. The letter explained that there 
were three separate one-hour sessions and asked that participants attend all three. 
Participants were asked to sign an informed consent before participating in the online 
orientation program. The consent form explained that all information remained 
confidential and that participants were able to withdraw from the study at any time. The 
orientation was mandatory for all medical coding students; however, participation in the 
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interviews was not. The cohort coordinator helped the researcher establish 
communication with possible participants and helped distribute the informed consent 
letter. 
 Before students were given access to the orientation (in the online classroom), the 
participants in the study were given the questions in the SEOLS (Appendix A). The 
questions were delivered via online survey. The questions established a base for students’ 
expectations of online learning and their perceptions of what the online course(s) would 
be like.  
 At approximately one month into the semester (4–5 weeks), an Adobe Connect 
session was set up for each participant individually. During the session participants were 
asked about the navigation, content, accessibility, design, and development of the 
orientation (according to Cho’s protocol, Appendix B) as well as their understanding and 
satisfaction toward the program. Each session lasted approximately 20 minutes or less. 
The interview protocol was based on questions that were closed-ended (answers will be 
yes or no). For this reason, participants were asked to explain or elaborate on answers to 
gain better understanding. The session was recorded and later transcribed. 
 After the fall semester had ended, participants were questioned individually one 
last time. Interview Protocol 2 (Appendix C) was administered during an Adobe Connect 
session (Bozarth et al., 2004). During the meeting, participants were asked to elaborate or 
explain any changes in perception from the first interview. The sessions lasted 
approximately 20 minutes or less for each participant. Each session was recorded and 
later transcribed.  
Data were collected from the LMS. The LMS showed when each module was 
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visited and when each quiz was completed, including how long the quiz took and the 
final score. This ensured that participants took part in the orientation. The researcher was 
also informed about the final outcome of the participants’ courses (completion or 
noncompletion), and that information has been added to the study.  
The researcher offered a copy of the transcribed interviews to each participant. 
The researcher drafted a preliminary report of findings for the participants to review. 
Everyone had the chance to make corrections, add forgotten information, or dispute any 
discrepancies. After all the data were viewed and participants had the chance to edit 
information, the data were transcribed again and prepared for analysis. 
Analysis 
 All of the data gathered were analyzed and coded. Coding is “reducing the data 
into meaningful segments and assigning names for the segments” (Creswell, 2013, p. 
180). The transcribed interviews were read multiple times to see if patterns emerged. An 
audit trail was written out to establish these patterns and themes. These patterns or 
themes were given codes (Saldana, 2013).  Meaningful quotes from participants that 
exemplify these themes were identified to create support for the relevance of the theme 
(Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). The codes were assembled into a matrix or visual 
representation. The matrix represented patterns among individuals as well as patterns 
across participants. This enabled the researcher to see multiple themes and patterns in the 
data. 
 A narrative was created using a question and answer format (Yin, 2014). A series 
of questions were posed and answers were composed containing relevant evidence from 
the interviews. This allowed readers of the narrative to find information across cases and 
57 
 
 
easily find relevant portions. This is not the traditional style of narrative, but the 
researcher used this to help show the answers to similar questions over the course of the 
three interview sessions. The narratives were not edited in any way and were made 
available to anyone wishing to view them (Yin, 2014).   
Ethical Considerations 
Every effort was taken to minimize ethical issues during this study. First, the 
guidelines for working with human subjects, set forth by the Institutional Review Board 
(IRB), were followed. Second, all participants were informed of the nature of the research 
and required to sign an informed consent before beginning the interviews (Glesne, 2011). 
Third, participants remained anonymous and were given pseudonyms. The findings of the 
study were not linked to any individuals and the descriptions and themes were not 
attributed to any person in particular (Creswell, 2012). Finally, the information gathered 
from the study was kept on a password-protected computer and will be destroyed after 5 
years. 
Trustworthiness 
 Triangulation was used as a way to establish trustworthiness. Triangulation is the 
collecting of multiple sources of data aimed at corroborating the same findings (Yin, 
2014). Triangulation is a common tool used in qualitative researcher and case studies. 
The study will use the closed ended type questioning session, the open ended interviews, 
and data gathered from the LMS. Triangulation increased the study’s credibility and 
helped ensure that the findings were accurate (Creswell, 2012).  
 The transcribed interviews and the established themes were available for 
participants to view. This allowed participants to elaborate their views or correct 
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misunderstanding in the interpretation of interviews. Participants were asked to view the 
findings of the study (patterns and themes) and were allowed to share their opinions on 
the accuracy of these findings (Creswell, 2012). The transcribed interviews and 
established themes were also shared with the cohort coordinator for her interpretation and 
opinion. 
Potential Researcher Bias 
The researcher is an online student and has been for the past several years. The 
researcher also works for the community college being studied. Each of these is a 
potential source of bias (Yin, 2014). The researcher was careful not to let her feelings 
toward online education interfere with the data collection or interpretation. The 
researcher is a proponent of online education, but realizes it is not for everyone. The 
researcher does feel an orientation program can help some people improve their ability to 
be successful in an online course, but did not let this opinion affect how she viewed the 
perceptions of the participants in the study. 
The researcher also plans to remain employed at the community college. She was 
careful not to let this study be used or exploited in her employment ambitions (Glesne, 
2011). The researcher created a comprehensive orientation program for the college, even 
though that was not part of her job description. The creation of the orientation program 
might possibly influence her advancement within the college. However, that is not the 
goal of the researcher. The researcher was not conducting the study to procure 
advancement and was not hoping to receive any accolades or rewards. The researcher 
managed bias by sharing results with colleagues and stakeholders to authenticate the 
findings and minimize personal prejudice. 
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Limitations 
 The findings of this study have limitations. First, only one cohort was studied. 
This provided a snapshot for one period of time and one group of participants. The 
sample size was small and fairly homogenous. There was also a possibility that the 
sample size of 10 participants would not be met. Second, the study took place at only one 
community college, not all the colleges within the system (state). Third, the population at 
the location of the study was not as diverse as many other community college in other 
states and regions. All of these limitations make the findings harder to generalize 
(Creswell, 2012). 
 Another limitation of this study was that the interviews were conducted at a 
distance, via Adobe Connect. This made it difficult for the researcher to establish a 
rapport with participants. The researcher made every effort to combat this limitation by 
using a webcam and microphone during these sessions, which allowed participants to see 
her and hear her. The researcher hoped that a rapport was established due to the 
participants being able to see and hear and the fact that they met with the researcher three 
separate times over the semester. 
Despite the limitations, the researcher anticipated that the results would provide 
valuable information that could be used to influence the creation and adaptation of 
orientation programs at community colleges in general. It was anticipated that the 
perceptions of the participants in this study would be able to provide insight into what 
pieces of the orientation are most important and most valuable. Even though the data 
were gathered from a small population at one school, it was the researcher’s intention for 
the findings to be useful to help gauge the content of orientations for online learners at 
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other schools in the state and beyond. 
Chapter Summary 
A qualitative case study was conducted to gather information from online 
community college students in western Maine. Over the course of one semester, students 
enrolled in the fully online medical coding program were asked to participate in three 
interview sessions. The cohort of students in the program was lower than usual. All 
students were asked to join the study. An interview was conducted before the orientation 
was taken and the semester started. Two interviews were conducted after the orientation, 
one during the semester and one after the semester was over. Students’ perceptions were 
gathered in regards to the orientation program and online learning in general. The 
information gathered was used to make decisions on the information that will be included 
in future orientations.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to investigate the perceptions 
community college students have toward the information provided in an orientation 
program designed for students taking online courses before, during, and after 
participating in the program. The study explored course completion and persistence in 
community college online courses and how an orientation program could aid in student 
success. The goal of the orientation program was to provide tools to students and increase 
their ability to complete online courses. The orientation program was designed based on 
Cho’s (2012) comprehensive plan to maximize completion rates. The six participants in 
the study were students in a fully online program at a community college in western 
Maine.  
This chapter illustrates the data collected in the study, how the data answered the 
research questions, and the themes that emerged after the data collected from all three 
interviews and the LMS were analyzed. Qualitative studies use the gathered information 
to form themes (Saldana, 2013). The research questions were as follows: 
Central question. How do students perceive a comprehensive online orientation? 
1. What do participants perceive to be the most important information to include in 
an orientation to be ready to learn at a distance? 
a. How do participants perceive online education before, during, and after 
their first semester of online courses? 
b. What do participants perceive to be the biggest challenges in completing 
and online college course and online learning in general? 
62 
 
 
2. How do participants perceive the online orientation program? 
a. What are the perceptions of participants toward the design and materials 
covered in the orientation during and after completing their semester? 
b. What aspects of the orientation are most useful to participants when it 
comes to completing an online course? 
Data collected from the first two interviews were in the form of closed-ended 
questions (yes or no answers). This information combined with the third interview (open-
ended questions), and the LMS were used in triangulation to establish the themes of the 
study. Triangulation increases the study’s credibility and helps ensure that the findings 
are accurate (Creswell, 2012). This chapter provides the summary of the study’s findings, 
themes, and answers to the research questions. 
Closed-Ended Interviews 
 The information gathered in the first round of questions (SEOLS protocol, 
Appendix A) and the second round (Appendix B) helped the researcher gain background 
information for the open-ended interview questions that were asked after the semester 
had concluded (Appendix C). Closed-ended questions are ones that are answered with 
yes or no. Of the 67 closed-ended questions in Interviews 1 and 2, 57 were answered yes 
by all six participants.  
 Interview 1. The SEOLS protocol was divided into six sections containing a total 
of 39 questions. The first section sought to gain information on the basic background of 
the participants’ technology knowledge.  
 All of the participants in the study considered themselves to be proficient using 
technology, as seen in Table 2.  
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Table 2 
Proficiency With Technology 
Question  Yes No 
1.   I am proficient in using a computer on my own. 6   
2.   I am proficient in using a word processing software program like 
Microsoft Word on my own. 
6   
3.   I am proficient in using email on my own. 6   
4.   I am proficient in attaching files to email messages on my own. 6   
5.   I am proficient in using the Internet on my own. 6   
6.   I am proficient in doing Internet searches for personal reasons on my 
own. 
6   
7.   I am proficient in doing Internet searches for school work on my own. 6   
 
The second section covered basic expectations the students would have 
concerning the instructor. Table 3 displays the results of this section.  
Table 3 
Expectations for the Online Instructor 
Question  Yes No 
8.  I expect the course instructor to be clear in communicating the goals of 
the course. 
6   
9.  I expect the course instructor to be clear in communicating expectations 
of me.  
6   
10. I expect the course instructor to post course requirements within an 
agreed upon time. 
6   
11. I expect the course instructor to provide constructive feedback on 
assignments 
6   
12.  I expect the course instructor to have a consistent presence in the 
discussion forums. 
6   
13.  I expect the course instructor to promote a supportive online learning 
environment. 
6   
14.  I expect the course instructor to have an appropriate online tone. 6   
15.  I expect the course instructor to be responsive to students’ tone in the 
course room. 
6   
16.  I expect the course instructor to provide instructor contact information 
to students. 
6   
 
The participants’ expectations of the instructor are expectations students would have for 
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any instructor, online or face-to-face. All six participants answered yes. 
The third section asked about the content of the online courses. Not all students answered 
yes, and the results can be seen in Table 4. The students in this study were confident in 
their expectations; however, P6 was unsure of some of her expectations and P5 answered 
no to thoughtful discussion posts. 
Table 4 
Expectations About Course Content 
 
The fourth section asked about the participants’ expectations for social 
interaction. In this section, which can be seen in Table 5, the area where answers differed 
centered around the questions concerning how much opportunity students would have to 
interact with other students. This uncertainty can be seen in Theme 1, when students 
expressed concern about the lack of social interaction. 
 The fifth section asked questions about the expectations of course navigation. 
Participants responded positively to these questions, which can be seen in Table 6. 
 
Question  Yes No Unsure 
17.  I expect this online course to be as rigorous as face to 
face courses. 
6     
18.  I expect this online course to provide me with 
opportunities for active learning. 
6     
19.  I expect this online course to provide me with 
opportunities for large group discussion. 
5   1 
20.  I expect this online course to provide me with 
opportunities for small group discussion. 
6     
21.  I expect this online course to provide me with 
opportunities for self- reflection. 
5   1 
22.  I expect this online course to provide me with 
opportunities to relate theory to real life. 
6     
23.  I expect this online course to require thoughtful 
discussion postings from students. 
5 1   
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Table 5 
Expectations About Social Interaction 
Question  Yes No Unsure 
24.  I expect this online course to provide me opportunities to 
meet new people. 
4   2 
25.  I expect peer comments to be made in a respectful manner.  6     
26.  I expect that online interactions with my classmates will be 
as frequent as face to face interactions. 
3 1 2 
27.  I expect to have as many opportunities to get to know my 
classmates online as I would face to face. 
2 3 1 
28.  I expect to feel positive about online interaction with my 
peers. 
6     
  
 
Table 6 
Expectations About Course Navigation 
Question  Yes No 
29.  I expect the course delivery system to be easy to navigate. 6   
30.  I expect the course forum names to be clearly stated. 6   
31.  I expect the course topic titles to be clearly stated. 6   
32.  I expect the course materials to be easy to locate. 6   
33.  I expect the course instructions to be clearly stated. 6   
 
The last section of the SEOLS protocol gathered data about participants’ 
perceptions on facilitators of successful online learning. Table 7 shows that participants 
unanimously answered yes to these questions.  
Interview 2. The second round of questioning was divided into six sections 
containing a total of 28 questions. The questions were designed to gather information 
about the orientation. The first section inquired about the navigation of the orientation. 
The answers are displayed in Table 8. All participants found the orientation easy to 
navigate.  
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Table 7 
Facilitators Associated With Successful Online Learning 
Question  Yes No 
34.  I feel that effective time management will enable me to succeed in 
this course. 
6   
35.  I feel that being an independent learner will enable me to succeed in 
this course. 
6   
36.  I feel that this online course provides me with flexibility to succeed 
in this course. 
6   
37.  I feel that having the support of my family will enable me to succeed 
in this course. 
6   
38.  I feel that having the support of my friends will enable me to succeed 
in this course. 
6   
39.  I feel that having a positive home environment will enable me to 
succeed in this course. 
6   
 
Table 8 
Navigation of the Orientation 
Question  Yes No 
1. The navigation was easy to understand  6   
2. It didn’t take me long to figure out how to navigate the online orientation  6   
3. I was able to locate needed information easily  6   
4. The layout made it easy to navigate the orientation  6   
5. The overview located on the left menu helped me understand the online 
orientation in general 6   
 
Table 9 
Content of the Orientation 
Question  Yes No Misc. 
6. The content in the orientation is important to learn in an 
online course  5   
wanted 
more 
7. The content is informative  6     
8. The content is presented in an appropriate way  6     
9. The content covered almost all possible scenarios that might 
happen when taking an online course 6     
 
The second section asked about the content of the orientation, which can be seen 
in Table 9. P6 commented that she wanted more information in the section of the 
orientation explaining the LMS (Module 2). She mentioned this again during Question 21 
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and in her third interview. 
The third sections inquired about the accessibility of the orientation. Table 10 
exhibits the results, participants responded positively to these questions. 
Table 10 
Accessibility of the Orientation 
Question  Yes No 
10. The access to the OSO was easy  6   
11. There was no technical delay when watching the video welcome 
message  6   
12. There was no technical problem with accessing the OSO  6   
13. It did not take a long time for my computer to download all the image 
files and text 6   
 
The fourth section asked about the design of the orientation and Table 11 displays 
the results. All of the participants were satisfied with the design and development of the 
orientation.  
Table 11 
Design and Development of the Orientation 
Question  Yes No 
14. The content in the OSO was well organized  6   
15. The icons were matched well with the content  6   
16. The text was readable  6   
17. The icons used in this orientation were appealing  6   
18. The colors used made it comfortable to read the text  6   
 
The fifth section of the interview asked participants if their understanding was 
improved after the orientation. Table 12 shows the findings of these questions were all 
positive. P6 did suggest that more content be added to the areas of the orientation 
explaining the use of the LMS. She specifically wanted examples and information 
concerning discussions and forum posts. This concern was echoed in her third interview, 
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when she discussed the forums and her difficulty submitting some assignments. 
Table 12 
Understanding of the Orientation 
Question  Yes No Misc. 
19. After the orientation, I felt I can perform better in my online 
course(s)  6     
20. After the orientation, I better understood the nature of online 
courses  6     
21. After the orientation, I believed I can better use the functions 
in cmconnect for my online course(s) 5   
wanted 
more 
22. After the orientation, I better understood the technical 
requirements for an online course 6     
23. After the orientation, I felt I better understood the necessary 
skills or motivation needed for an online course 6     
 
The last section of the interview asked about the participants’ satisfaction with the 
orientation. The overall feelings toward the orientation were positive, which can be seen 
in Table 13. However, P1 expressed concern about the orientation being too long, when 
answering Question 25. All the participants would recommend that other students take 
the orientation.  
Table 13 
Satisfaction With the Orientation 
Question  Yes No 
24. The content of this orientation was what I expected  6   
25. The amount of time I spent on this orientation was appropriate  5   1 
26. It was worth my time to take this online orientation  6   
27. I would recommend that other students take this OSO  6   
28. Overall, I am satisfied with the orientation  6   
 
The information gathered in these closed-ended interviews was compiled with the 
data of the third (open-ended) interview to form themes. These themes are discussed to 
show the patterns in the data. The themes will then be used to aid in answering the 
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research questions.  
Themes 
 The findings from the interviews suggested two major themes: personal and 
technical. These two themes help answer the research questions of the study. Personal 
was defined as attributes associated with the individual (social interaction, time 
management, and commitment level). Technical was defined as attributes of online 
learning (using an online classroom and consistency in course set up). Excerpts from the 
transcripts of participant interviews are used to exemplify these themes. Participants have 
been given numbers to maintain confidentiality (e.g., P1, P2, and so forth). By exploring 
these themes, the answers to the research questions can be identified and formulated. 
Theme 1: Personal 
 The responses in the participant interviews indicated that personal factors made a 
difference in online learning. Three prominent examples of personal factors emerged 
from the transcripts: the desire for social interaction (five participants), the need for time 
management skills (three participants), and the need to be committed to finishing the 
courses (four participants). For the purpose of this study, these factors define the theme of 
personal. 
 Social interaction. Social interaction is defined in this study as communications 
with peers and instructors via email, forum, or synchronous session. The first interview 
questions asked participants about their expectations of social interactions in online 
courses. Four participants were unsure that their expectations for their online courses 
would provide opportunities to meet new people and interact with classmates as much as 
in a face-to-face course, as well as the number of opportunities for small group 
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discussions and getting to know people. In the third interview, five participants expressed 
more detailed opinions about social interactions with both peers and instructors. 
 P1 proclaimed herself to be older than other students and not part of the computer 
generation. She took an online course before joining the medical coding cohort, so the 
orientation was not her first exposure to online learning. During her first interview she 
stated that she expected to be provided with opportunities to meet new people and get to 
know her classmates (at least as much as in face-to-face classes). In her third interview, 
she expressed that the hardest part of online learning was the lack of connection. She 
said:  
Once a week [the lecture course] was live and we talked about it, so there was a 
voice and a face, and I, you know, it connected with me. Unlike in labs, there was 
nothing. There was no personal touch to it at all, and that was really, really 
difficult for me. 
 
 P1 would like more connection and to be able to form relationships with people in 
her courses. P3 echoed that statement in her third interview. In replying to the question 
about her original assumptions of online learning and how they have changed she says, 
“You crave that community, I wouldn’t have thought that before.” P3 suggested having 
chat areas so students could get together and discuss things, ask questions, and build 
community. She also mentioned that it was difficult waiting for an instructor to email 
answers to a question, unlike being face-to-face and just asking a question. 
The issue of emailing questions to instructors was common among three of the 
participants. In the third interview with P2, she commented that waiting for instructors to 
email answers to questions was the most difficult aspect of online learning. P5 also 
responded that waiting for emails was the most difficult aspect. She stated that some 
instructors “didn’t get right back to you,” and that can be a problem. 
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P6 missed the connection of a face-to-face class and being able see other students. 
In her third interview, she said: 
I learn well in a class experience, and this kind of took [that] away. But once you 
learned that you were in a class, you just didn’t see the people; you just kind of 
had to accept that. But that was my most difficult part, is not being able to see that 
person one-on-one, so I can see that, see their gestures and stuff. That kind of 
takes away from it. 
 
P6 sees herself as an “older” woman, probably older than the other students, and a people 
person. She said she told her classmates her age in her introductions because she wanted 
them to know what she said was from being older and having more experience. She 
thought the discussions and forums were difficult because you could misread what people 
were saying. All of the concerns with “connection” were the most difficult aspects of 
online learning for her. 
 Time management. In this study, time management is defined as making 
adequate time available for completing assignments. In the first interview, participants 
were asked about their expectations of effective time management and being an 
independent learner. All six participants responded that they felt these were two factors 
necessary to enable success. In the third interview, various participants expanded on this 
topic. 
 P1 said before she started online learning, she thought online learning might be 
easier because she could do it from home. She now thinks being at home makes time 
management more difficult. During her third interview, she states that she originally 
thought: 
This is great, I’m at home, I can do it any time in between, I’m telling you what, 
it’s really hard to make that [time], and you need to make that [time]. When I’m 
working on homework I literally lock myself in a room and I’m working on 
homework. Because, it’s very easy to get torn away. 
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P3 cited time management as crucial because unforeseen circumstance can come 
up. In her third interview, she talked about a snowstorm that left her with a power outage. 
She was unable to complete her homework. She stressed that students should have a 
backup plan and use time management.  
P6 spoke about time management too, and added that family plays a part in the 
ability to adequately use time. In her third interview, she states: 
You really have to set aside that time. And have your, and make sure that your 
family understands you have to set aside this, my family has been super, but 
they’ve missed me. I had my nose in a book since September. 
 
She works a full-time job and has children, so she stressed that time management was key 
to her success. 
Commitment. Commitment is defined in this study as being dedicated to 
completing the course(s) with a satisfactory grade. The issue of commitment came up 
with four participants. Some mentioned commitment within the issue of time 
management; others spoke of persisting through family tragedies and job changes. 
Commitment manifested differently for each participant, but it was a common piece in 
the theme of personal factors related to online learning. 
P1 found commitment to mean dedicating time for studies as well as advocating 
for oneself. During her third interview, she gave this advice to new students: 
Be completely dedicated, as much as possible. And by that, I mean you really 
need to make this as important and set back time, just as if you were going to a 
live class. If your class was Monday night from 5:30-8:30, then you make your 
first online class whatever night fits for you, from 5:30-8:30. You really, really 
need to do that. You need to give yourself permission to ask the dumb questions 
online, to that teacher, and if she answers and you still don’t understand, you 
email her again. You need to be an advocate for yourself…. 
 
Three other participants echoed these sentiments, stressing that dedication and 
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commitment are important to success. P2 commented in her third interview that her 
advice to new students would be to “be committed, as committed as you are when you’re 
in a regular school class.” During the third interview, P6 stated that her advice would be 
to “make sure you discipline yourself [and] that you set time aside.” She suggested that if 
you want something bad enough, you can do it, but you must be disciplined. P6 changed 
jobs mid-way through the semester, gaining more responsibly and needing to learn new 
information. This was difficult, but she persisted. P4 had a death in the family and asked 
instructors for a few days off. She expressed being grateful that her instructors allowed 
her a few days, and then she got back to work and committed to finishing the semester. 
Theme 2: Technical 
 Interviews indicated that technical issues were also a theme of the study for four 
of the participants. From the transcripts, two prominent examples of technical issues 
emerged: basic online classroom issues and consistency among courses. For the purpose 
of this study, these issues define the theme of technical. 
Basics. In this study, basics of online classrooms are defined as the skills 
necessary to complete assignments for online courses, such as: turning in assignments via 
a drop box, and posting on forums or discussion boards. In the first interview, 
participants were asked about their basic computers skills (all six participants deemed 
themselves proficient). For the purpose of this discussion, basics go beyond word 
processing, email, and the Internet and are more specific to basics on online learning.  
During the third interview, P4 expressed some concern with some of the basics of 
using a computer for online learning. She cautioned learners to “double check [and] triple 
check” everything. She opened folders in her courses every day just to check that she 
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wasn’t missing something. She also cautioned that “sometimes you think you sent 
something … [but] you put it in the wrong place.” P4 found that the eRacer system was a 
little confusing, and it was best to open everything just in case and always ask the 
instructor if he/she received the assignment. 
In her third interview, P6 explained a situation involving an assignment she 
submitted. She uploaded a paper for her course, and the formatting did not stay consistent 
(page numbers and headers). She asked her instructor for help and was able to resubmit, 
but was frustrated because she did not understand it. She also mentioned that the forums 
took getting used to, because she had not used them before. She wanted more basic 
training on the eRacer system in the orientation and cited this as a place to improve.  
P1 and P3 commented during the third interview that they felt they learned how to 
use a computer and the eRacer system as they went. Each wished they had a little more of 
an introduction before beginning online courses. Each of these participants took an online 
course before enrolling in the cohort and so they took their first online course before 
having the orientation. P1 said “it would have been helpful to have that orientation before 
the first [online] class” and P3 “would like some sort of examples” for things like 
discussion posts and forums because she was “a little lost as to what to write.” 
Consistency. Consistency is defined in this study as using a similar setup for 
course structure, such as: using podcast/vodcasts, using assignment drop boxes, using 
forums, and posting materials under similar headings. Instructors at the college are not 
required to set up their online courses in any certain way, allowing for there to be a 
variation in how assignments are posted and passed in, as well as where information is 
located and what is required as far as using forums and discussion boards. Participants 
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commented that the computer basics and consistency went hand in hand. If instructors 
were consistent, one set of basic instructions would be sufficient in explaining the eRacer 
system. 
P1 was very frustrated by the difference in the set-up of her courses. In her third 
interview, she recalls: 
I had one teacher who was amazing and did a vodcast and showed us everything, 
like what button she uses and what happens when you click it. If more teachers 
could do that, or if orientation could be a little more in-depth with that, I think it 
would help. 
 
She enjoyed the connection she felt with this instructor by watching the vodcasts 
and attending synchronous sessions. She also felt the vodcasts helped her navigate the 
course and understand assignments. Her other courses were not set up the same way and 
she found that frustrating. P1 discussed the issues of basic online learning skills in 
conjunction with consistency. 
P4 also found it difficult to navigate around the courses because each course was 
different. In her third interview, she noted that the most difficult aspect of online learning 
is that “some [instructors are] posting in one place and some are on a forum, some are 
not, some are on their homepage.” This made her feel she needed to check every part of 
every course every day. P4 also mentioned the correlation with having the basic online 
learning skills and having instructors be consistent with their course setup and 
instructions for assignment turn-in. 
P5 brought up the issue that the learning management systems are not consistent 
from one college to another within the Maine Community College System. P3, P4, P5, 
and P6 all took online courses at another community college within the system. Each 
participant used Blackboard in her other courses; however, the site of this study uses 
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eRacer. During her third interview, P5 advised new students to “know the website” 
because she “got lost a few times.” P6 also mentioned that her only difficulty was 
learning the new system (eRacer). 
Learning Management System Data 
 Several pieces of data were collected from the LMS. Each participant in the 
orientation received a grade for the quizzes embedded in the modules. These grades, 
along with the amount of time the participant spent on the quiz, were recorded and used 
in this study. The final outcome of the courses each participant attempted in the fall 
semester was also recorded along with information about the participants’ persistence 
into the spring semester. The amount of time and subsequent grade of each participant’s 
quizzes varied. The quizzes were designed to ensure each participant completed and 
understood the orientation. However, some students did not complete some or all of the 
quizzes. The LMS shows that all participants accessed the modules, but it does not show 
the amount of time spent in the module. The implications of this information will be 
discussed in Chapter 5. All six participants in the study completed every course attempted 
in the fall semester. Each participant also persisted on to the spring semester.  
Research Questions 
This chapter provides the results of the research gathered over three interviews. 
For the purpose of this discussion, the questions in Appendix A (questions asked before 
the orientation) will be referred to as the first interview, Appendix B (the questions asked 
mid-semester) the second interview, and Appendix C (the questions asked after the 
semester had concluded) the third interview. 
Central question. The central question of the study asked: how do students 
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perceive a comprehensive online orientation? This question was broad and sought to find 
out how general students perceive orientations that are comprehensive. Participants in 
this study perceived the orientation they participated in to be a positive aspect of 
preparing for online learning. The 28 questions in the second interview (Appendix C) 
asked about the perceptions of this particular orientation. These questions were answered 
positively by all six participants (answer of “yes”).  
Research Question 1. The first question asked: what do participants perceive to 
be the most important information to include in an orientation to be ready to learn at a 
distance? Four out of six participants noted that how to use the LMS was the single most 
important part of the orientation and necessary to be ready for online learning. This falls 
under the technical theme. 
 Subquestion a asked: how do participants perceive online education before, 
during, and after their first semester of online courses? In general, participant perceptions 
of online learning did not change much during the course of the semester. One participant 
originally assumed online learning would be easier and subsequently changed her 
perception during the semester. She cited time management and lack of connection as her 
two biggest reasons for the change. These two aspects are directly related to the first 
theme, personal factors. Two other participants wondered how the class would be 
structured and how interactive it would be, but did not specifically mention that 
assumption or perception that changed. 
 Subquestion b asked: what do participants perceive to be the biggest challenges in 
completing and online college course and online learning in general? The biggest 
challenge for completing online courses was the fact that they are at a distance. Five of 
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six participants noted having difficulties with the lack of connection to instructors and 
peers. Three participants found the act of emailing questions, as opposed to simply 
raising a hand in a face-to-face course, as the most challenging aspect. Not being able to 
gain instant answers made it challenging to complete assignments and understand 
concepts in a timely manner. This concept was closely interwoven with students being 
able to navigate the LMS; some questions may have been easily answered in the LMS. It 
was also closely tied to the concept of time management and starting assignments earlier 
in case questions arose that required emailing an instructor. These aspects are a 
combination of personal and technical themes. 
Research Question 2. The second research question asked: how do participants 
perceive the online orientation program. The perception of the participants was favorable 
to the orientation. In the second interview, 28 questions were asked about the orientation. 
All six participants in the study were satisfied with the orientation. All six participants 
deemed the orientation to be worth their time and would recommend it to other students. 
Only two questions in the interview were elaborated upon. One participant considered the 
orientation to be too long and one participant requested more detail concerning the 
technical aspects of the LMS.  
Subquestion a asked: what are the perceptions of participants toward the design 
and materials covered in the orientation during and after completing their semester? 
Overall, the six participants were satisfied with the design of the orientation program and 
would recommend it to other students. One participant expressed concern over the length 
of the orientation, but added that the timing of the release date and due date were too 
close together making it difficult to view all the content.  
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Subquestion b asked: what aspects of the orientation are most useful to 
participants when it comes to completing an online course? All six participants in the 
study felt favorably about the content of the orientation, according to the second 
interview. Only one participant specifically made a suggestion for adding more 
information to the content of the orientation. She suggested adding more videos on 
specific functions in the CMS system and examples of proper forum or discussion posts. 
Her concern for these pieces of content stemmed from her frustration toward the lack of 
consistency amongst her instructors and their use of the LMS. Four of six participants 
answered that they would have liked more information about the LMS prior to the start of 
online courses. Information about the LMS was cited as the most useful part of the 
orientation, as seen in the technical theme.  
Chapter Summary 
 The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions that community college 
students have toward the information provided in an orientation program designed for 
students taking online courses before, during, after their first semester enrolled in the 
medical coding cohort. A case study was conducted and each participant in the study was 
interviewed before, during, and after the semester gaining insight into which pieces of 
information in the orientation were most valuable. Data were gathered from closed-ended 
and open-ended questions, as well as the learning management system. 
Two major themes emerged from the data collected. The open-ended interview 
questions held the most data, and the themes were determined by analyzing and coding 
those transcripts. After the themes emerged, the supplemental data from the closed-ended 
interviews and LMS were used to corroborate the findings. The implications of the 
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research and the researcher’s interpretation of the findings are discussed in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
Summary of the Study 
 The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceptions community college 
students have toward the information provided in an orientation program designed for 
students taking online courses before, during, and after participating in the program. The 
study did this by interviewing students enrolled in the online medical coding program at a 
community college in western Maine over the course of their first semester in the 
program. Students were interviewed before, during, and after the semester to gain an 
understanding of their perceptions toward the orientation program created based on Cho’s 
(2012) comprehensive orientation model. 
 The theoretical framework chosen to guide this study was Rovai’s (2003) 
composite persistence model. The model illustrates the complicated nature of student 
persistence. The model takes into account internal and external factors related to 
persistence as well as student characteristics prior to admission. Using Rovai’s 
framework and Cho’s (2012) model, the study sought to give students entering the fall 
cohort tools to be successful in completing the semester and persisting on to register for 
spring semester courses as well. 
 A total of six students participated in the series of three interviews. All students in 
the cohort were contacted; 12 agreed to be in the study, 10 signed consent forms, but only 
6 were able to continue to the end of the study. Two students dropped the program and 
two withdrew from the study for personal reasons. Participants were contacted before the 
semester began, at approximately 4 to 6 weeks into the semester, and after final exams 
for the interviews. After the interviews were over, the researcher transcribed the 
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recordings of the interviews and analyzed the transcripts for patterns. The patterns or 
themes were then coded and quotes from the transcripts were identified which 
exemplified the themes (Saldana, 2013; Yin 2014).  
 Two themes emerged from the data, personal and technical. Personal issues were 
a factor in participants’ satisfaction in their online courses and their persistence. 
Technical issues were also a factor in satisfaction and persistence. These factors led 
participants to give the researcher feedback on the details of the orientation program, its 
usefulness, and what should be changed. 
Theme 1: Personal. The personal theme was defined as attributes associated with 
the individual. This included factors such as the desire for social interaction, the need for 
time management skills, and the need to be committed to finishing courses. The factors 
included in this theme are consistent with Rovai’s (2003) composite persistence model. 
Rovai brought together aspects of Tinto’s (1975) and Bean and Metzner’s (1985) models 
of persistence to include a variety of factors involved in student persistence.  
Social integration and interpersonal relationships are categorized as internal 
factors effecting persistence in Rovai’s (2003) model. The participants of this study were 
generally unsure of the level of interaction in online courses in their first interview. By 
the end of the semester, the third interview showed that participants were concerned with 
some of the social aspects of online learning. Two participants expressed concern for the 
lack of connection in an online environment and three others were concerned about the 
need to email questions as opposed to raising a hand in a face-to-face course. These 
concerns were troublesome for the participants, leading to a lack of social integration and 
interpersonal relationships. 
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Rovai (2003) noted that students need time management skills in order to be 
successful. In his model, time management is placed in the skills needs prior to 
admission. The participants of this study all mentioned time management as a factor in 
some way. All six participants agreed it as important to success in the first interview and 
four out of six specifically mentioned time management in the third interview. The 
participants that mentioned time management all included it in their advice to future 
students. The factor of time management also was mentioned in conjunction with the 
factor of commitment. 
Commitment is seen in multiple areas of the Rovai (2003) model. It is listed in 
internal factors, under both Tinto (1975) and Bean and Metzner (1985). It is also implied 
in external factors such as family responsibilities, hours of employment, and life crisis. 
Any of these three factors could interrupt a person’s ability to be committed. Participants 
in this study had to deal with these factors. One participant changed jobs, leading to an 
increase in hours and responsibility. One participant had a life crisis and needed to take a 
short break from her assignments. Participants offered suggestions to future students 
taking online courses, such as be dedicated and set aside a dedicated time to study and be 
as committed as you are when you drive to a face-to-face course.  
Theme 2: Technical. The technical theme was defined as attributes associated 
with online learning. This included factors such as basics of using an online classroom 
LMS and consistency in course set up. Rovai’s (2003) composite persistence model 
covered these factors, although in somewhat different language. 
Rovai (2003) mentions computer literacy and computer-based interaction as 
student skills required prior to admission. Participants in this study referred to skills 
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needed for navigating the LMS, turning in assignments via a drop box, and posting on 
forums and discussion boards. These skills fit under the heading of computer literacy or 
computer-based interaction. 
Participants discussed a desire for more consistency among courses. Factors such 
as podcasts and vodcasts, using the same area to post course content or instructions, and 
more consistency with the use of forums and discussion boards were mentioned. These 
factors fall under two headings in Rovai’s (2003) internal factors portion of his model, 
clarity of programs and institutional commitment. Not only should programs be clear in 
their goals and objectives, but they should be clear in their actual presentation to students. 
Several participants in this study felt confused and even got lost while navigating the 
different courses. An institution should be committed to students in a variety of ways, one 
of which should be clarity.  
Interpretation of Findings 
 The central question of the study asked how students perceived the 
comprehensive online orientation. Perceptions of participants toward the orientation were 
favorable. More specifically, the study asked what students perceived to be the most 
important information to include in the orientation, their perception of online learning 
throughout the semester and the biggest challenges to completing online learning in 
general. Participants stated that the most important information was included in the 
module explaining the specifics of the LMS (Module 2). Participants wanted more 
direction on using the LMS to be ready for online courses. Participants also indicated that 
online courses are difficult because of the lack of personal connection and the lack of 
consistency amongst instructors in the way the courses are set up.  Some instructors used 
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videos and live sessions to help make a connection, which participants found helpful. 
Other instructors did not. Also, courses were not consistent in where information was 
posted and where assignments needed to be turned in. Participants cited these as the 
biggest challenge to online learning. The study also asked how students perceived the 
orientation program, their perceptions toward its design and materials and which aspects 
were most useful to completing online courses. Participants stated that the orientation 
was worth their time and helped them successfully complete their first semester courses. 
Participants suggested additions to the material in Module 2 (specifics to LMS), but 
otherwise liked the design and content. The information in Module 2 was also the most 
helpful in course completion. 
The data collected in the three interviews and themes that emerged lead to two 
interpretations of the findings. First, the orientation was useful and should be continued. 
It does need to be updated, but the participants found it useful and would recommend 
other students complete it too. Second, the information included in the section “Learning 
Environments” (Module 1) should include more on the interactions/isolation involved in 
online learning. Even though participants completed this section of the orientation, it was 
a theme in the study and interaction/isolation issues were the most common answer for 
the biggest challenge.  
These findings were consistent with Rovai’s (2003) composite persistence model. 
Participants felt their perceptions of online learning were accurate before taking courses, 
suggesting they possessed the student characteristics and skills for success Rovai 
categorized as necessary prior to admission. The internal factors of Rovai’s (2003) 
model, such as social integration and interpersonal relationships, were areas where 
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students perceived the need for improvement. 
Context of Findings 
 The findings of this study add to the body of knowledge that already exists 
pertaining to orientation programs for online learning at both 2- and 4-year colleges. This 
study represents a small sample of community college students; however, it is consistent 
with other studies. The participants echoed the sentiments of the studies discussed in the 
literature review of this study.  
Participants suggested that Modules 2 and 3 were the most important. These were 
the modules concerning how to learn in the LMS and the nature of online learning. This 
is consistent with Mayhew et al. (2010) and Tomei et al. (2009). Participants also 
expressed a desire to have a clear set of expectations and course consistency, which was 
suggested by Hollins (2009), O’Gara et al. (2009), Karp and Bork (2012), and Harris et 
al. (2011). 
The participants suggested that an orientation was useful to completion and 
participants would suggest other students use the orientation too. This was stated by 
Hollins (2009), Ali and Leeds (2009), and Nichols (2010). The design recommendations 
of the participants were consistent with the suggestions of Cho (2012), Morris and 
Finnegan (2008), and Clay et al. (2008) that an orientation must be comprehensive.  
 The perceptions of the participants in this study add to the information gathered 
by other researchers concerning the use and structure of orientation programs. Valid and 
reliable findings can be duplicated and remain consistent with different variables 
(Creswell, 2012). The results of this study add to the validity and reliability of previous 
studies suggesting that comprehensive orientation programs aid community college 
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students in successful completion of online courses. 
Implications of Findings 
 The findings of this study suggest that a comprehensive orientation program is 
helpful in providing students with tools for success in persistence in online courses. 
Participants’ perceived value in the orientation program, deemed it worth their time, and 
recommend it to other students. This is consistent with the current literature pertaining to 
orientation programs and the theoretical framework of the study. The literature and 
theory suggest that persistence in online courses is an ongoing problem that should be 
addressed (Rovai & Downey, 2010). The literature also advocates for information about 
orientation programs as a way to combat the persistence issue (Karp & Bork, 2010). This 
study can be added to the literature suggesting the use of a comprehensive orientation for 
online students before taking online courses. 
 The findings of the study suggest that student services continue to provide a 
comprehensive orientation program for online students. This was the first cohort to have 
an orientation before starting the online courses. Participants advise adding more 
information to Module 2, the module explaining the LMS. Participants asked for more 
information on where to find content in the course, directions for submitting assignments, 
and posting on discussion boards. Student services can use the findings of this study to 
improve the current orientation by making the participants’ suggested changes.  
The data collected in the LMS suggested that quizzes at the end of the modules 
are not an accurate indication of student success in persistence. Some participants 
accessed the modules, but did not complete the quizzes. Those participants still 
completed all the fall semester courses and enrolled in spring semester courses as well. 
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This could suggest that quizzes are unnecessary. More research and data would need to 
be collected to expand upon this area. 
Limitations of Study  
There were two limitations to this study. First, the medical coding cohort started 
at 12 students and all were invited to join the study. Although 12 students agreed to be in 
the study, the study started with 10 participants (actual number that signed the consent 
form). Over the course of the first 4 weeks of the semester, two participants dropped the 
program, and two decided to leave the study for personal reasons. This left the study with 
only six participants involved in all three interviews, fewer than the original minimum. In 
addition to the small number of participants, all of the participants were female. The 
small number of students involved and homogenous sampling were a limitation to this 
study. 
Second, the interviews were conducted at a distance. Originally, the interviews 
were scheduled to take place in an Adobe Connect session where the students could see 
and hear the researcher. The director had the license for the Adobe Connect program and 
arranged all the sessions, inviting the participants and researcher to join. Shortly after the 
semester started, the director of the cohort left the college and was not replaced. Her 
position as director was grant funded and the grant was not renewed. After she left there 
was not a contact person at the college to set up the Adobe Connect sessions. For this 
reason, the remaining interviews were conducted via telephone. The interviews were 
recorded, but they participants could not “see” the researcher and this lack of familiarity 
could have affected the participants comfort level. This was a limitation to the study. 
 The study was also limited by the amount of rich qualitative data that were 
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collected. The first and second interview protocols provided data via closed-ended 
questioning. This information was useful, but more open-ended questions could have 
provided more in-depth insight. The closed-ended questions could have been reduced, 
and more thought provoking qualitative questions could have been asked at the first and 
second interviews. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 The data collected in this study suggested that improvements should be made to 
the orientation. Additional information should be added to the orientation explaining 
aspects of the LMS that may be unfamiliar to new online students. The specific 
information to be added would depend upon the institution and the consistency of the 
online courses. Future research should focus on why courses are not consistent. Research 
surrounding the needs of instructors could aid in the creation of consistent courses in the 
LMS. This is an area that should be explored to see what changes might be helpful. 
More research should be done with a larger and more diverse population to gather 
data on the specific aspects students would like to see included in the orientation. The 
research should include students in other programs, students taking any online course, 
and students who are new to the school, but may not be new to online learning. The 
literature associated with online learning suggests that the popularity of online courses is 
continuing to grow. The literature also advocates for an orientation to help prepare 
students and increase their chances for success. These two factors alone support the need 
for more research relating to the contents required for successful orientations. 
The structure of interviewing participants before, during, and after the semester 
could be enhanced by asking more questions that require thoughtful, deep answers. 
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Future research should focus on acquiring a deeper understanding of what pieces of the 
orientation are helpful and specific features that individuals find useful. This type of data 
will enhance the adjustments of the orientation content and delivery as well as provide 
more information for instructors on courses design. 
Conclusion 
 The research conducted in this study supports the theoretical framework laid out 
by Rovai’s (2003) composite persistent model. The findings are a useful addition to the 
body of literature in favor of offering orientation programs as a way to increase 
persistence in online learners. The sample from this study is small, but the results are 
transferrable because of their consistency with the current literature and theory. The 
details of the findings can be used by the research site’s student services administration to 
improve future orientations and continue to aid students in persisting to graduation. 
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Student Expectations of Online Learning (SEOLS) Protocol 
Proficiency with Technology  
1. I am proficient in using a computer on my own. 
2. I am proficient in using a word processing software program like Microsoft Word on 
my own.  
3. I am proficient in using email on my own.  
4. I am proficient in attaching files to email messages on my own. 
5. I am proficient in using the Internet on my own.  
6. I am proficient in doing Internet searches for personal reasons on my own.  
7. I am proficient in doing Internet searches for school work on my own. 
Expectations for the Online Instructor  
8.   I expect the course instructor to be clear in communicating the goals of the course. 
9.   I expect the course instructor to be clear in communicating expectations of me.   
10. I expect the course instructor to post course requirements within an agreed upon time. 
11. I expect the course instructor to provide constructive feedback on assignments  
12. I expect the course instructor to have a consistent presence in the discussion forums. 
13. I expect the course instructor to promote a supportive online learning environment.  
14. I expect the course instructor to have an appropriate online tone.  
15. I expect the course instructor to be responsive to students’ tone in the course room. 
16. I expect the course instructor to provide instructor contact information to students. 
Expectations about Course Content  
17. I expect this online course to be as rigorous as face to face courses. 
18. I expect this online course to provide me with opportunities for active learning. 
19. I expect this online course to provide me with opportunities for large group 
discussion. 
20. I expect this online course to provide me with opportunities for small group 
discussion.  
21. I expect this online course to provide me with opportunities for self- reflection. 
22. I expect this online course to provide me with opportunities to relate theory to real 
life. 
23. I expect this online course to require thoughtful discussion postings rom students. 
Expectations about Social Interaction  
24. I expect this online course to provide me opportunities to meet new people. 
25. I expect peer comments to be made in a respectful manner.   
26.  I expect that online interactions with my classmates will be as frequent as face to 
face interactions. 
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27. I expect to have as many opportunities to get to know my classmates online as I 
would face to face. 
28. I expect to feel positive about online interaction with my peers. 
Expectations about Course Navigation  
29. I expect the course delivery system to be easy to navigate. 
30. I expect the course forum names to be clearly stated. 
31. I expect the course topic titles to be clearly stated.  
32. I expect the course materials to be easy to locate. 
33. I expect the course instructions to be clearly stated.  
Facilitators associated with successful online learning  
34. I feel that effective time management will enable me to succeed in this course. 
35. I feel that being an independent learner will enable me to succeed in this course. 
36. I feel that this online course provides me with flexibility to succeed in this course.  
37. I feel that having the support of my family will enable me to succeed in this course.  
38. I feel that having the support of my friends will enable me to succeed in this course.  
39. I feel that having a positive home environment will enable me to succeed in this 
course. 
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Summative evaluation with the OSO 
 
Navigation 
1. The navigation was easy to understand  
2. It didn’t take me long to figure out how to navigate the online orientation  
3. I was able to locate needed information easily  
4. The layout made it easy to navigate the orientation  
5. The overview located on the left menu helped me understand the online orientation in 
general 
 
Content 
6. The content in the orientation is important to learn in an online course  
7. The content is informative  
8. The content is presented in an appropriate way  
9. The content covered almost all possible scenarios that might happen when taking an 
online course 
 
Accessibility 
10. The access to the OSO was easy  
11. There was no technical delay when watching the video welcome message  
12. There was no technical problem with accessing the OSO  
13. It did not take a long time for my computer to download all the image files and text 
 
Design & Development 
14. The content in the OSO was well organized  
15. The icons were matched well with the content  
16. The text was readable  
17. The icons used in this orientation were appealing  
18. The colors used made it comfortable to read the text  
 
Understanding 
19. After the orientation, I felt I can perform better in my online course(s)  
20. After the orientation, I better understood the nature of online courses  
21. After the orientation, I believed I can better use the functions in [the learning 
management system] for my online course(s) 
22. After the orientation, I better understood the technical requirements for an online 
course 
23. After the orientation, I felt I better understood the necessary skills or motivation 
needed for an online course 
 
Satisfaction 
24. The content of this orientation was what I expected  
25. The amount of time I spent on this orientation was appropriate  
26. It was worth my time to take this online orientation  
27. I would recommend that other students take this OSO  
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28. Overall, I am satisfied with the orientation  
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Interview Protocol 2 
 
1. If you could have learned something about online learning prior to beginning 
an online course, what would have been helpful? 
 
2. What were your original assumptions about online learning and how have 
they changed? 
 
3. What do you think is the most difficult aspect of online learning? 
 
4. What advice would you give to someone preparing to take an online course 
for the first time? 
 
 
 
